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Preface 





In the hot midsummer of 2003, researchers, teachers, and staff members 
gathered in the Truman Library to explore how to interpret and teach the 
Truman presidency. A group of about fifty people, we came together for four 
full days (July 15-18). Papers had been circulated and read in advance, en- 
abling us to devote the sessions to discussion. Taking breaks and eating most 
of our meals together, we had many opportunities for informal conversation. 
Enthusiasm ran high throughout the four days. In the end, the teachers rated 
the conference a 5 on a 5-point scale, and many said they had never attended 
a better conference. It was “a model that others should follow,” one teacher 
proposed. Another called it “a real gift.” The participants who had prepared 
the papers and the staff members from the Truman Library and the Truman 
Library Institute felt equally good about the event and were “pumped up” by 
the teachers’ responses to our work. 

The idea for the conference originated in the institute’s Committee on 
Research, Scholarship, and Academic Relations. At first, the institute’s Board 
of Directors declined to endorse it because of budgetary difficulties, but after 
a time, the group voted to sponsor it, and the fund-raisers found the money. 
The financial support came from the Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation 
of Kansas City, a group eager to strengthen the educational system. 

The institute had sponsored a number of conferences, beginning in 1960, 
but this one was unlike any other in its history. The early ones (1960-1972) 
were designed to promote research on the Truman presidency and brought 
scholars together to discuss the topic—what had already been done on it and 
what more should be done. For several years after that, the institute brought 
scholars together with people who had worked with Truman. One purpose of 
this second series of conferences was enrichment of the research base by 
recording the memories of participants in the Truman story. Like two of the 
earlier conferences, these produced books. More recently, the institute con- 
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tributed financially to several other conferences that were held away from the 
Truman Library and emphasized the presentation and discussion of scholarly 
papers. 

What was new about the conference in 2003 was its focus on the high 
school history classroom. This was in line with efforts underway in the his- 
torical profession at large to bridge gaps between research-oriented histori- 
ans and history teachers in the schools. It harmonized as well with the 
significant enlargement of education in the offerings of the Truman Library 
and its institute. This development can be seen in the modernization of the 
museum and the creation of a White House Decision Center. The library has 
become a “Classroom for Democracy” as well as a research center. Now that 
Truman historiography has reached an advanced stage, the Truman Library 
is able to fulfill its original promise. It now offers “research-based education.” 

President Truman provided the basic text for the conference. He did so in 
his “Farewell Address,” delivered on January 15, 1953. For many years, I had 
talked about this address, for it offered a bold interpretation of his presidency 
and struck me as a most interesting and meaningful document, worthy of se- 
rious discussion, much more than it had so far received. 

The Committee on Research, Scholarship, and Academic Relations based 
its plan for the conference on the document. Analyzing it, we decided the 
conference needed papers on the address itself and on each of its main topics: 
the president and the people, the economy, civil rights, the bomb, foreign 
policy, Korea, and the prediction as to how the Cold War would end. Because 
of the conference’s main aim, we also agreed that there should be a paper on 
teaching that would draw upon the discussions. All of this, however, did not 
seem to be enough. What about important matters that Truman did not dis- 
cuss? We agreed that we must also have papers on four of them: the Red 
Scare, women’s rights, immigration and ethnicity, and the environment. 
Several members of the committee accepted invitations to write some of 
these papers, and we called upon other scholars for the other papers. We also 
invited the leading Truman biographers to make presentations in a public 
event connected with the conference. 

At this juncture, the education-oriented people on the staff took over and 
made the conference much richer than it would have been without their con- 
tributions. They designed the teaching sessions, selected documents that 
teachers might find useful, developed a list of resources available on the 
Internet, planned tours of the archives, museum, decision centers, and the 
Truman home, and invited a Truman impersonator to visit with the group. 
Also very important, they recruited the teachers! 
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During the conference, all participants made contributions. Staff mem- 
bers presided over the sessions and did much teaching. The authors of the 
papers summarized their work and responded to questions. The teachers dis- 
cussed how the topics might be taught, and in the last hour of the last day, 
two of us summarized what had been said during four idea-packed days. 

The conference is the basis of the book that follows, which includes the 
papers and presentations. It also offers documents that teachers might use in 
their classes. The book should spread the benefits of the conference to teach- 
ers far beyond Jackson County, Missouri. 

I have referred to the many people and groups that contributed to the con- 
ference and the book. You will find many of the names in the appendixes. I 
am deeply grateful to every contributor, to Beverly Jarrett and the University 
of Missouri Press for their willingness to make the benefits of a great gather- 
ing widely available, and to Jane Lago for her excellent editing of the manu- 
script. I wish also thank John Findlay, chair of the University of Washington 
History Department, and the Howard and Frances Keller Endowed Fund in 
History for their support. 
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Harry’s Farewell Address and the 
Historical Significance of the 
Truman Presidency 





Richard S. Kirkendall 





At the end of his years in office, Harry Truman felt confident that he had 
been a great president. He said so in his “Farewell Address” to the American 
people, delivered on January 15, 1953. A bold statement, it challenged widely 
held views in his time and anticipated what has become the dominant view 
of him in the United States in our time. The address portrayed the man who 
gave it as a president of large historical significance, highly important for the 
American economy and American race relations but even more so for the 
American role in the world. This address—why and how it was written, what 
it said, how it was received at the time, and how it compares in its definition 
of Truman’s historical significance with the reigning interpretation of his 
presidency in our day—is the subject of what follows. 

Those who wrote the speech rejected what most Americans then believed 
about Truman. Most believed he had failed. In July 1950, 46 percent of the 


Dennis Bilger, Liz Safly, Carol Briley, and Scott Roley, members of the excellent staff at the 
Truman Library, made essential contributions to this essay. Colleagues in the History Re- 
search Group at the University of Washington—Stephanie Camp, Patricia Ebrey, Thomas 
Hankins, Alexandra Harmon, Karl Hufbauer, Richard Johnson, Moon-Ho Jung, Otis Pease, 
Thomas Pressly, William Rorabaugh, and Nikhil Singh—also contributed, as did Robert 
Ferrell, Jeffrey Gall, Alonzo Hamby, Susan Hartmann, Kenneth Hechler, Mary Ann Heiss, 
David McCullough, Tracy McKenzie, and James Sundquist. 
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people had believed he was doing a good job and only 37 percent disagreed, 
but by the beginning of 1952 his approval rating had dropped to 25 while 62 
percent of the polled population voted no. The numbers improved slightly 
later that year, but only after he had announced that he would not run again, 
and the disapproval rating remained well above 50 percent. Many Americans 
regarded Truman as weak and ineffective, not big enough for the job, and 
preferred other possibilities, above all Dwight Eisenhower.! 

The frustrating course of the Korean War had driven down Truman's rat- 
ing.” At first, his decision to intervene was widely supported and gave him a 
boost in the polls. Even before the Chinese entered the war, however, he had 
begun to slip, and after they moved in late in 1950, forcing American troops 
into a humiliating retreat, he fell rapidly. By June 1951, following his clash 
with Gen. Douglas MacArthur over how to fight the war, his approval rating 
had dropped to 24 percent, far below his disapproval number of 61. Half the 
people then believed that American intervention had been a mistake. A year 
later, only a small percentage of the population favored Truman’s policies of 
limited war and negotiation, and most Americans wanted the United States 
to end the war by hitting the Communists harder. 

Other factors contributed to Truman’s decline. They included the rising 
cost of living, charges of corruption and Communists in the federal govern- 
ment, and the expansion of presidential power.* 

Emphasizing Korea, corruption, and Communism, the Republicans in 1952 


1. Public Opinion Quarterly 14 (Winter 1950-1951): 815; Dallas Morning News, November 
8, 1951, February 8, June 23, 1952; Elmo Roper, You and Your Leaders: Their Actions and Your 
Reactions, 1936-1956 (New York: William Morrow and Co., 1957), 162-64. 

2. Dallas Morning News, October 12, 1951, March 8, 1952; New York Herald Tribune, May 
15, 1952; Robert J. Donovan, Tumultuous Years: The Presidency of Harry S Truman, 1949-1953 
(1982; rpt. Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1996), chap. 34; Donald R. McCoy, The 
Presidency of Harry S. Truman (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1984), 261-63, 265-66, 
288, 294. 

3. Alonzo L. Hamby, Beyond the New Deal: Harry S. Truman and American Liberalism (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1973), 507, 511, and Man of the People: A Life of Harry S. 
Truman (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 534, 547-48, 550-52, 557-58, 560-62, 
564, 569, 583; David McCullough, Trwman (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1992), 815-26, 
831, 841, 843-55; Public Opinion Quarterly 14 (Winter 1950-1951): 815, 15 (Spring 1951): 170, 
177-78, (Summer 1951): 387, 395-96, Dallas Morning News, June 14, 1951, April 3, 1952; 
McCoy, Truman, 260, 297, New York Herald Tribune, September 15, October 27, 1952; Louis 
Harris, Is There a Republican Majority? Political Trends, 1950-1956 (New York: Harper, 1954). 

4. Dallas Morning News, October 12, 1951, February 8, May 13, 1952; New York Herald 
Tribune, May 15, October 27, 30, November 3, 1952; Harris, Republican Majority? 35-37, 
131-35; Donovan, Tumultuous Years, chaps. 35-36; McCoy, Truman, 250-51, 257, 259, 
273-80, 288-93, 297, 299; Robert H. Ferrell, Harry 8. Truman: A Life (Columbia: University 
of Missouri Press, 1994), 358-75; Hamby, Man of the People, 575-98. 
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ran against Truman much as Democrats for years had run against Herbert 
Hoover. Near the end, the party’s popular candidate, Eisenhower, promised 
to go to Korea. The promise implied that he could end the war, something 
Truman had failed to accomplish, and helped the general win by a wide mar- 
gin in a high-turnout election.> 

Two themes dominated the criticism of Truman during these late years of 
his presidency. He was, according to his critics, most of them to his right on 
the political spectrum, both corrupt and weak. They often suggested that he 
had become corrupt under the tutelage of Boss Tom Pendergast of Kansas 
City during the early years of his political career and had remained so after 
he entered the White House. In addition, they frequently characterized his 
foreign policy, especially his responses to the Communists in the Soviet 
Union, China, and North Korea, as a policy of weakness. 

Confident that his critics were wrong, Harry had struggled throughout 
1952 to prevent them from enjoying a great victory. Early on, he tried to 
select his own successor, hoping to find someone who would continue his 
policies. Discussing the matter with Chief Justice Fred Vinson, General Eisen- 
hower, and Governor Adlai Stevenson of Illinois, he failed to persuade any of 
them to run as his choice. After the Democratic national convention chose 
Stevenson, Truman advised him to run on the Democratic record of the past 
twenty years, but the candidate, determined to be his own man, distanced 
himself from the unpopular president, infuriating him by doing so. Never- 
theless, Truman campaigned strenuously for the party’s candidate, emphasiz- 
ing his own record while doing so.° After Eisenhower triumphed, Truman 
felt a need to do more to improve his reputation and increase the possibility 
that his policies would survive. 


5. Roper, Leaders, 239-40, 244, 250-54, 257-58; Herbert H. Hyman and Paul B. Sheatsley, 
“The Political Appeal of President Eisenhower,” Public Opinion Quarterly 17 (Winter 
1953-1954): 443-60; New York Herald Tribune, March 3, April 21, October 27, November 3; 
1952; Harris, Republican Majority? 33, 49-57, 112-16, 124-31; Angus Campbell, Gerald 
Gurin, and Warren E. Miller, The Voter Decides (Evanston: Row, Peterson and Co., 1954), 
56-68, 175-76, Donovan, Tumultuous Years, 399, 401, 407, Ken Hechler, Working with 
Truman: A Personal Memoir of the White House Years (1982; rpt. Columbia: University of 
Missouri Press, 1996), 192-95, 201-2, 211, 273; McCoy, Truman, 299, 300, 305; 
McCullough, Truman, 813-14, 840, 860-73, 876, 899-901, 909, 911-13; Ferrell, Truman, 
377-79; Hamby, Man of the People, 547-48, 550-51, 558-60, 564-66, 568, 587, 590, 592, 612. 

6. Hamby, Beyond the New Deal, 483-84, 487, 500-502; Donovan, Tumultuous Years, 
399-401; McCoy, Truman, 305; McCullough, Truman, 887-93, 903, 906-9; Ferrell, Truman, 
375-77; Hamby, Man of the People, 600-614; Robert H. Ferrell, ed., Off the Record: The Private 
Papers of Harry S. Truman (1980; rpt. Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1997), 266-69, 
272; Monte Poen, ed., Strictly Personal and Confidential: The Letters Harry Truman Never 
Mailed (1982; rpt. Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1999), 118, 122. 
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The president was proud of his record and concerned about his place in 
history, and as criticism of him had mounted, so had his frustration and 
anger. Feeling robbed by his critics of the admiration he had earned, he fo- 
cused much of his anger on elements of the media and expressed his frustra- 
tions privately in letters he did not mail and memorandums to himself. Among 
the newspapers, his targets included the Hearst, Pulitizer, Scripps- Howard, 
and McCormick-Patterson chains. He protested against the Chicago Tribune, 
New York Daily News, Washington Times-Herald, Washington Post, St. Louis 
Post-Dispatch, Kansas City Star, Los Angeles Times, and Dallas News and also 
Henry Luce, Roy Howard, Walter Winchell, Drew Pearson, and Fulton Lewis, 
among others. He called these institutions and individuals the “sabotage 
press,” “character assassins,” “the kept press,” the “dirty press,” and “liars,” 
among other equally unflattering names, and labeled the columnist West- 
brook Pegler “a louse.” He complained that in 1952 only one metropolitan 
paper “was editorially favorable to the continuance of the most prosperous 
administration in the history of the United States” and proposed that the 
“so-called ‘free press’” was “about as free as Stalin’s press.”” 

Two thoughts comforted the president. He assured himself that “thinking 
readers” recognized that the newspapers he so disliked did not tell the truth 
and thus their “political influence” was “not what they'd like to have it.” He 
also drew upon his knowledge and sense of history to predict that future his- 
torians would vote for him. In the historians’ accounts, his foes in the media 
would “be the sons of bitches,” not he. “If you will study the history of our 
country you'll find that our greatest presidents and congressional leaders have 
been the ones who have been vilified most by the current press,” he wrote to 
himself. “But history justifies the honorable politician when he works for the 
welfare of the country.”® 


” « 


7. Ferrell, ed., Off the Record, 226, 228-34, 237-39, 249-50, 259, 268, 270-72; Poen, ed., 
Strictly Personal, 9-10, 56, 83, 108, 118, 122, 127; Monte M. Poen, ed., Letters Home by Harry 
Truman (1984; rpt. Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2003), 257; Longhand Personal 
Memos, November 15, 18, 28, December 1, 4, 6, 1952, Box 333, President’s Secretary’s Files, 
Truman Papers, Truman Library; McCoy, Truman, 297-99, 302, 304, 306-9; Hamby, Man of 
the People, 557-58, 574. The S¢. Louis Post-Dispatch supported Stevenson. For a full account of 
Truman’s relations with the newspapers and other media, see Franklin D. Mitchell, Harry S. 
Truman and the News Media (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1998). Mitchell devotes 
pages 235-45 to the efforts Truman made in 1952-1953 “to secure for himself and his presi- 
dency an honored place in American history.” In addition to the Farewell Address, these ef- 
forts included his participation in the political campaign, the State of the Union Message, and 
a series of one-on-one interviews with members of the White House press corps. 

8. Poen, ed., Strictly Personal, 10; Longhand Personal Memos, December 6, 1952, and un- 
dated. 
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Truman’s anger extended to the Republicans and included Eisenhower, 
whom earlier he had liked and admired and with whom he had worked har- 
moniously. During the campaign, he advised a cousin that “Ike has taken up 
with [Sen. Joseph] McCarthy and [Sen. William] Jenner, the proponents of 
the Big Lie, and has himself completely distorted the truth on Korea, R.R. 
strikes and the European Foreign Policy.” After the election returns came in, 
he asked his staff for an analysis of the Republican campaign. He believed it 
had been “made up of lies[,] misrepresentation and bald demigogery [sic] 
mixed with a holy approach in a long faced Cotton Mather manner” and “[m]il- 
itary hero glamour, character assassination (McCarthyism) and promises of 
world peace (which are impossible of fulfillment).”” 

The president regarded the press and the Republicans rather than Steven- 
son’s blunders as chiefly responsible for the damage that had been done to the 
Democratic cause and to his own reputation, and he believed the press con- 
tributed to the mistakes made by the Democratic candidate. He explained— 
to himself—that the man from Illinois read Republican newspapers that 
overlooked the evils of Republican machines and portrayed the members of 
Democratic machines as “crooks.” Thus, Stevenson could not believe that “a 
life long politician” could be “an honest man.” He had “read Bertie McCor- 
mick’s awful Tribune and Hearst’s Chicago sewer sheet,” “more than half be- 
lieved what they had to say,” and consequently suffered during the campaign 
from a “half hearted approach” and a “lack of faith” in the Truman adminis- 
tration.1° 

On the day after Christmas, Truman openly challenged the negative views 
of his presidency. He conducted a series of half-hour, one-on-one interviews 
in the Oval Office with journalists who had covered the White House since 
the beginning of his presidency. The group included Ernest B. (Tony) Va- 
carro of the Associated Press, Edward T. Folliard of the Washington Post, 
Joseph A. Fox of the Washington Evening Star, Anthony Leviero of the New 
York Times, and Robert G. Nixon of the Washington Times Herald. The jour- 
nalists regarded the event as unprecedented and reported on the interviews 
the following day. 


9. Ferrell, ed., Off the Record, 272; Poen, ed., Letters Home, 257-58, Longhand Personal 
Memo, December 22, 1952. Truman and Eisenhower had worked together while the general 
served as the army chief of staff (1946-1948) and supreme commander of NATO forces 
(1951-1952), and more than once Harry had offered to support Ike for the presidency. Steve 
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Expressing pride in his record and confidence that future historians would 
give him a high rank, Truman emphasized two areas of accomplishment: the 
economy and foreign affairs. Vacarro reported that the president told him 
“history” would “credit his Administration with success” for “we’ve got here 
at home an economic situation without equal in the history of the world.” 
According to Folliard, Truman believed he had “put the United States in a 
position of economic prosperity such as no other country has ever known.” 
“We are the most prosperous nation in the world,” Truman said to Nixon. 
“But the voters shot Santa Claus just the same.” They did so, Truman insisted 
and Leviero reported, even though the national income was now distributed 
fairly to farmers, workers, and businesses—big and little. 

The president boasted even more of his handling of international matters. 
He defended his use of the atomic bombs against Japan, insisting it had 
saved thousands of lives, but did not regard that decision as his most difficult 
or important. He saved that ranking for his decision to send troops into 
Korea. It may have saved the United Nations from destruction and humanity 
from World War III by demonstrating that the “peace-loving nations” were 
willing to use force to protect a nation against an invader. To have “allowed 
Soviet Russia’s puppets unrestrained sway in that peninsula,” as Leviero de- 
scribed Truman’s point, “would have been interpreted as a sign of weakness of 
the free world.” To avoid war with the Soviet Union, he urged, the United 
States must continue its Korean War policies of strength and international 
cooperation. 

Truman went beyond the bomb and Korea to applaud the whole of his 
foreign policy. Brushing aside the argument that it was weak, he portrayed it 
as strong and effective. He advised Folliard that he had “kept the country out 
of a third world war that would mean the destruction of civilization.” He told 
Leviero that he had been “working more than seven-and-one-half years, walk- 
ing a tight rope, keeping us out of war—keeping communism from overrun- 
ning the free world” and had “succeeded.” Fox concluded that the president 
derived “most satisfaction” from his program “for building world peace, and 
checking the sweep of Soviet imperialism” and continued to believe that the 
only way to deal with Russia was “to meet force with force.” The Evening Star 
reporter added that the president believed he had established a “permanent” 
foreign policy that the incoming administration could not change. 

More than his colleagues, Robert Nixon discussed Truman's reading of the 
lessons of history. “If the free world makes itself so strong that the Russians 
will know that they cannot gain by war, they will probably not resort to war,” 
the journalist reported, capturing one of the president’s biggest ideas. “If we 
do what we did after World War I, when we scuttled the League of Nations, 
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all our efforts for peace will be knocked in the head.” Defining the United 
Nations as “our real hope for peace,” Truman had insisted that he had “made 
it a going concern and it must remain so.” 

In addition, Nixon had much to say about Truman as prophet. According 
to this account, the president predicted that the Russian people would refuse 
“to be ground under an iron heel forever” and would “bring about a gradual 
change in their government.” The prediction would enable him to leave of- 
fice a confident man, certain that the United States and its allies would “in 
due time triumph over the forces of Communist aggression.” His prediction 
implied that a combination of forces, not one alone, would end the Cold 
War. They included pressure from the people of the Soviet Union, eager for 
freedom, as well as pressure from American policy. This combination would 
prevent the Soviet state from controlling its people forever. 

The president also dealt with the puzzle of his party’s loss of power. His 
explanation ignored his own contribution and the fact that no party had won 
six consecutive elections since the Civil War era. Instead, he emphasized 
Stevenson's shortcomings, Eisenhower's status as a military hero, his promise 
to go to Korea, McCarthyism, and the press. “We had a candidate who did 
not have long-time political experience,” he explained to Leviero, “and he 
was up against glamour, character assassination, and the most vicious politi- 
cal campaign of misrepresentation in American history.” He informed Nixon 
that there were three reasons the Republicans won: “(1) Glamour and hero 
worship. (2) McCarthyism and the effect of wholesale character assassination 
deliberately applied over a long period. ... And (3) just plain demagoguery: 
the promising of things that can’t be performed: the raising of hopes of mothers 
and wives and loved ones that their men can soon come home from Korea; 
fooling people into believing there is an easy solution.” 

Truman also touched on other matters. He expressed his bitterness toward 
several newspaper chains and journalists, claiming that their false propa- 
ganda had, among other results, prevented him from giving the American 
people a true picture of the Korean War. He also maintained that large ad- 
vertisers influenced news coverage, praised members of his administration, 
and attacked his critics’ handling of the “corruption-in-government issue.” 
Still further, he discussed the presidency and his relations with the Congress, 
endorsed his vigorous use of the veto power, expressed continued support for 
his stands on civil rights and national health insurance, and spoke of his plans 
for a presidential library. 

Truman indicated clearly and forcefully that he regarded his critics as 
seriously mistaken. “If a President makes decisions that are right and for the 
welfare of the people, it does not make any difference what is said about him 
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while he is alive,” he advised Leviero. “The Presidents who have done things, 
who were not afraid to act, have been the most abused.” Comparing himself 
with Washington, Jefferson, Jackson, Lincoln, Cleveland, Wilson, and Frank- 
lin Roosevelt, he insisted that he had “topped them all in the amount of abuse 
I have received.” Leviero, who gave his interview especially full and friendly 
treatment, added that the president “said this with a smile.” 

These were the subjects and ideas that occupied large places in Truman’s 
thinking as his administration moved toward its end. Looking back, one sur- 
prising feature is how little he said about civil rights. It was a highly contro- 
versial feature of his presidency that won him praise for boldness, included 
the desegregation of the armed forces, and began the breakup of the “Solid 
South.” Perhaps, however, his opponents in Congress, most of them southern 
Democrats, had prevented him from deriving a sense of great satisfaction 
from his efforts to promote change in race relations. What seems clear is that 
he was not nearly as pleased with what he had accomplished in this area as he 
was with what he had done in international relations. 

‘Truman could have converted these interviews into a farewell address, and 
according to some journalists at the time and some historians more recently, 
he did write his own Farewell Address. It was, Paul P. Kennedy of the New 
York Times reported the day after the president spoke, “perhaps the most per- 
sonal speech the President had made” and was based “on a first draft he him- 
self wrote Sunday night [January 11] in his study in the White House.” 
Although “reorganized somewhat in conferences with the White House staff,” 
the newsman added, “essentially it remained, in tone and mood, the type of a 
talk the President was accustomed to making to little groups in the White 
House Rose Garden.” “The President wrote most of the speech himself in 
longhand on 15 pages of White House stationery in his study last Sunday,” 
Robert J. Donovan of the New York Herald Tribune maintained. “While his 
staff subsequently worked on detail and expansion, his aides said the speech 
was more a personal product of Mr. Truman’s than any of his previous ad- 
dresses.” After he switched from journalism to history in the 1970s and pub- 
lished a highly regarded two-volume book on Truman’s presidency, Donovan 
continued to believe the president had drafted the speech. More recently, 
David McCullough, Truman’s most popular biographer, endorsed this ver- 
sion, flatly stating that the president “insisted on writing his farewell speech 
himself.”!! 


11. Kennedy’s and Donovan's reports were published on Friday, January 16, 1953; Donovan, 
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This story of the writing of the speech appears to have originated with the 
White House press secretaries. They were the staff members with whom the 
press corps worked most closely, and they told the story in this way, perhaps 
in response to the talk at the time about Stevenson writing his own speeches. 
“This was an address, which to a very large extent, he wrote out in long hand 
in the privacy of his study without any help from speechwriters or staff,” 
Irving Perlmeter, the assistant press secretary, recalled a decade after the 
event. “Of course, after his preliminary draft was ready, his staff went over it 
and assisted him in filling in little spots here and there, but basically, it was a 
personal message which is exactly what all of us hoped he would give.” 
McCullough, in his discussion of the address, relied on Perlmeter’s boss, 
Roger Tubby, drawing upon his diary and “a number of fascinating hours 
talking” with him.” 

The story suffers from three weaknesses. First, the press secretaries were 
not the best source on this matter, for they were not heavily involved in the 
speechwriting process, usually not participating until the final or “freezing 
session.” Second, speechwriting in the Truman White House tended to be 
a cooperative enterprise. Furthermore, drafts of the speech and related docu- 
ments challenge the story. 

Truman did regularly participate in the speechwriting process. At the 
staff conferences he held each morning, the members working on speeches 
discussed them with their colleagues, and he interjected “his thoughts, his 
directives, and his philosophy.” He also came in and out of “roundtable” dis- 
cussions conducted by the people working on his speeches. At various points 
in the process, he offered advice on timing, length, and content and asked for 
evidence on audience reactions to earlier speeches so as to find ways of im- 
proving his performance.'+ 

Truman would not deliver a speech that he had not given a critical read- 
ing. Not to do so would have been “utterly foreign, and alien” to his “person- 
ality,” one adviser insisted. “He was no puppet”; he was his “own man.” After 
a speech had reached an advanced stage, he would take a copy to the family’s 
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living quarters in the evening, work over it, and read it to Mrs. Truman. He 
regarded her as his “best critic.” 

The White House also drew representatives of the departments and agen- 
cies into the speechwriting process. The president and his staff sometimes 
asked them for a first draft, usually turned to them for advice, and often 
called upon them for comments on drafts developed elsewhere. Marshall 
Shulman, a special assistant and top speechwriter for Secretary of State Dean 
Acheson, and James L. Sundquist from the Bureau of the Budget and then 
the Office of Defense Mobilization, frequently worked closely with the 
White House staff on the president’s speeches. 1° 

It was the White House staff, however, that had most of the responsibility 
for the development of the speeches. Charles Murphy played the leading role 
in this small group. A forty-three-year-old North Carolinian and lawyer, he 
had gone to work in Washington in 1934 following graduation from the 
Duke University law school. After serving in the Senate’s Office of the 
Legislative Counsel for thirteen years, he had joined the president’s staff as 
an administrative assistant in 1947 and moved up to special counsel in 1950. 
By the end of Truman's presidency, Murphy had acquired rich experience as 
a speechwriter, but he doubted his talents as a writer and relied heavily on 
drafting teams that he organized. White House staff members, including 
David Lloyd, David Bell, Richard Neustadt, and Kenneth Hechler, served 
regularly on these teams. Individuals worked alone on the drafts, but the teams 
met frequently to discuss what should be said, work over drafts, and seek 
consensus. Murphy usually presided over these meetings, participated in the 
discussions, sometimes rewrote the drafts, and decided when a speech was 
ready for the president’s “preliminary reactions.” After taking a draft to the 
president, he reported back to the team members, who then exchanged ideas 
once again and moved the speech forward. This “progressive roundtable sys- 
tem,” Neustadt recalled, enabled the participants “to exchange views,” “make 
recommendations,” and “gauge the president’s feelings, mood and attitudes.” 
Murphy had confidence that the process turned out good speeches.!” 
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16. Heller, ed., White House, 60, 89, 129, 132, 140, 151-52, 201, 202; Murphy, “Some 
Aspects,” 2; Hechler, Working with Truman, 233, 235, 236, 237; Elsey, Oral History, 153; 
Sundquist, Oral History, 36, Truman Library. 

17. Neustadt, “Notes on the White House Staff under President Truman,” June 1953, pp. 14- 
16, Box 10, Neustadt Papers, Truman Library; Heller, ed., White House, xv, 59, 60, 70, 91, 99, 
100, 115, 131, 132, 149, 151, 152, 201, 202; Elsey, Oral History, 137, 153, 179; Murphy, “Some 
Aspects”; Murphy to President, September 13, 1950, Murphy Papers; Hechler, Working with 
Truman, 49-52, 232-39, 253-54, 262; James Sundquist to author, February 15, 2003. 


Harry’s Farewell and Historical Significance 11 


The speechwriters knew what kind of speeches Truman wanted and tried 
to produce them. They knew him well, for the staff was small and they saw 
him frequently—in daily staff meetings, frequent roundtable sessions, one- 
on-one sessions in his office, and informal contacts as he moved about the 
White House or vacationed with them in Key West. They knew that “his 
idea of a speech was ‘a direct statement of the facts without trimmings and 
without oratory.’” They tried to “catch the spirit and style of the President’s 
extemporaneous remarks” and to have “the speeches ready far enough ahead 
of time” so that the president could “work at length with his reading copy.” 
As one speechwriter recalled, he tried to absorb Truman’s “manner of ex- 
pressing himself, his sentence style, his approach to things” and to make a 
speech “sound as much like Harry Truman” as he could. This meant simple 
sentence structure and the avoidance of fancy, complicated, and foreign 
words and of efforts to make Truman sound like someone he was not, such as 
Franklin Roosevelt. Truman’s writers felt obligated to get a subject “on paper 
in a fashion that would reflect the Truman language and personality.” Murphy 
and his team were good at that.!8 

When a drafting team was satisfied with what it had, it held a “freezing 
session,” usually in the Cabinet Room. In addition to the members of the 
team, those in attendance sometimes included representatives of the depart- 
ments and agencies interested in the topic and always included the White 
House press secretary and the president. Truman dominated the session, read- 
ing the speech aloud “so that he would get the feel and flavor of it” and the 
others could detect “awkward phraseology or overlong sentences or even words 
that just didn’t sound right coming out of Harry Truman’s mouth.” On one 
occasion, an adviser called attention to “an unusually large number of s sounds,” 
and the president responded that the sound no longer caused trouble “since 
the dentist fixed my teeth.” Although these sessions tended to be “dress re- 
hearsals,” he often suggested revisions before putting his “final stamp of 
approval on the speech.” Sometimes he took a speech back to the living quar- 
ters for further work.!? 

The staff members enjoyed working with the president and found him 
warm, generous, kindly, and considerate. He did not place himself far above 
them; he entertained them with his sense of humor. They liked his impact on 
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the people working in the White House, convinced that he had raised morale 
to a high level and inspired hard work. He impressed them as a good man, 
wise and compassionate, courageous and calm in difficult circumstances. 
They admired his understanding of history, his decisiveness, and the quality 
of his decisions and policies. They also admired his work habits, administra- 
tive ability, and loyal support for his subordinates. Although he often moved 
too slowly, they applauded his firmness when he did fire men, such as Gen- 
eral MacArthur, who let him down.?° 

As chief of staff, Murphy was especially eager to challenge the negative 
view of the Truman presidency. Although he had encouraged Truman not to 
run again, Murphy believed his boss had become a great president, a man of 
wisdom and good judgment who mobilized intelligent people and made 
great decisions. Badly disappointed by the election outcome, Murphy blamed 
the press for the fact that many people did not share his opinion and was 
confident that eventually the general estimation of the presidency would 
move higher. It had been “a revelation,” he told Truman on January 14, “to 
see how one man could do so much to guide the course of history and to im- 
prove the lot of so many millions of people throughout the world.” 

In working on the Farewell Address, Murphy and his colleagues hoped to 
influence both public opinion in their day and what historians might say later 
on. Developed by a team, the address was a “labor of love,” one of the writers, 
James Sundquist, recalled in his oral history interview. Working on it for 
more than a month, the writers, Sundquist remembered, “agreed that this 
had to be a masterpiece” that would express “in a sensitive way” their “feeling 
about... the Truman administration” and suggest “that the American peo- 
ple had made a mistake in repudiating it.” 

For the speechwriters, one document in the history of farewell addresses 
stood out. “The model of Washington’s Farewell Address was not far from 
our minds,” Sundquist remembered recently. “[ W Jhile we had no delusions 
we could write anything with as much . . . impact as his [Washington's] words 
have had over the centuries, we wanted to strike the same tone and come as 
close as we could to profundity, Harry Truman style.” Although the writers 
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wished to emphasize Truman’s accomplishments, they intended also to offer 
advice, as the first president had. 

Truman wanted to speak positively to the American people. He spent a 
couple of hours with his writers nearly every day in enjoyable conversation. 
He talked thoughtfully and confidently about his record, spoke often of Jack- 
son County, his home area, cracked jokes, and challenged the incoming pres- 
ident’s prediction that he could do the job on a forty-hour week. He avoided 
the anger he had expressed in the letters he did not mail and the memoran- 
dums to himself. “Even when he showed irritation at some events, or person- 
alities, he did so without bitterness, and often almost light-heartedly,” 
Sundquist advised me. Perhaps he had freed himself from anger by pouring it 
into those documents. Whatever the explanation, it was obvious to his writ- 
ers that, as Neustadt has written, he wanted his regime “to wind up its affairs 
in a posture of dignity and good will, bowing out gracefully, neither cringing 
nor rancorous,” and wanted the address to be a part of that effort.”? 

After some days of group discussion, Murphy called upon his assistant, 
Neustadt, for the first draft. Thirty-three, a veteran of World War II, and a 
political scientist with a recently acquired Harvard Ph.D., Neustadt had 
worked for the Bureau of the Budget from 1946 to 1950 before becoming a 
special assistant in the White House. In that post, he frequently wrote the 
first drafts of major speeches and then moved the process along. Several 
weeks after the election, Murphy had asked him to produce the initial ver- 
sion of the State of the Union Message. A month later, Neustadt saw the final 
product as “a less complete—perhaps less coherent—document than it was in 
the first draft” but regarded that as “inevitable,” given “the way we have to do 
these things—lots of cooks and much patchwork.” Aware that Truman was 
concerned about his place in history and wanted to target historians in the 
message, Neustadt expected that the Republicans would try to revise the his- 
torical record of the past twenty years, the years of dominance by the Demo- 
crats, and would get help from the press and “a lot of professors.” He was 
determined to counter that in advance. His speechwriting responsibilities of- 
fered opportunities to do so.?8 
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For help in drafting the address, Neustadt had several documents on his 
desk. One was a speech, “Our Foreign Policy in Perspective,” recently deliv- 
ered by W. Averell Harriman, the director of the Mutual Security Agency. 
The stack also included a letter from Charles Brannan, the secretary of agri- 
culture, and Truman’s State of the Union Message of January 7. All the doc- 
uments, even the letter from the secretary of agriculture, emphasized 
international relations. The message devoted well over half its space to this 
side of the Truman presidency, an allocation that reflected the way the men 
of the Truman White House evaluated their challenges and accomplish- 
ments.”4 

Drawing heavily on the State of the Union Message, Neustadt had com- 
pleted a draft of the Farewell Address by January 10. It noted Truman's 
major renovation of the White House and the transition that lay ahead from 
Truman to Eisenhower and offered an extended discussion of the president’s 
job. It featured a lengthy presentation of the global struggle between the 
United States and the Soviet Union, responded to critics of American for- 
eign policy, and contrasted the response in Korea to the invasion from the 
north with the handling of similar “tests” in the 1930s. It also predicted a fa- 
vorable outcome of the Cold War. The draft ignored such domestic matters 
as the economy and race relations but did include two pages on the Red 
Scare. It ended with several paragraphs on the relations between the presi- 
dent and the people. 

On that January day, the president met with his speechwriters, presumably 
to discuss Neustadt’s draft, and then contributed an eighteen-page document 
written in his own hand.*° It began with a brief reference to what lay ahead 
for him, quickly summarized his political career, described more fully the 
evening he became president, and offered four paragraphs on his first four 
months as president and a sentence on the atomic bombing of Japan. Next, 
six short paragraphs surveyed the foreign policies, and four sentences dealt 
proudly with the progress of the American economy. Strongly critical of the 
Soviet Union, the pages on foreign policies dealt at greatest length with the 
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“Point Four” program of technical assistance to poor countries and predicted 
that it would be “our greatest contribution to world peace.” Then the docu- 
ment moved on to the near-collapse of the White House, the political cam- 
paigns, and Truman’s travels. At two spots, he pointed out how hard he had 
worked. After applauding the handling of the transition, the president con- 
cluded that the rebuilt White House would “stand for centuries,” as would 
“the country itself,” and that he and his wife believed they had “made a con- 
tribution to the stability of the U.S.A. and the peace of the world.” 

Although not dated, this was the document Truman wrote on Sunday, 
January 11. It was not the draft of a speech. Written in a large hand on small 
pages, it was quite short and merely suggested topics that should be covered 
in the address. “Tell about them,” the president instructed his writers. He had 
said much more in his conversations with the journalists and given them a 
much more impressive interpretation of the historical significance of his 
presidency. 

The document influenced the second draft, largely written by Hechler and 
dated January 12. What the new draft said about Truman’s move into the 
presidency, his first months there, the defense pacts, and the Trumans’ sense 
of accomplishment came from what the president had written.?” That man- 
uscript, it seems, also encouraged the writers to add a paragraph on Point 4 
and another on the American economy and to keep in two paragraphs on the 
size of the president’s job. It also appears likely that the description of the de- 
cision to go to war in Korea drew upon the conversations between the presi- 
dent and his staff. 

The second draft differed from the first in other ways. It did not make 
such heavy use of the State of the Union Message, cut much regarding the 
tasks of the president, and dropped the Red Scare. It also dropped much of 
the response to the critics of the administration’s foreign policy but kept in 
the contrast between Truman’s foreign-policy decisions and policies and 
those of the interwar years and the prediction as to how the Cold War would 
end. They were big themes. 

The staff produced a third draft by January 13.8 It restored pieces that 
had been in the first version but dropped from the second, including a para- 
graph about the life of the Trumans in Blair House during the renovation 
of the White House. The draft more explicitly recognized the president’s 
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enthusiasm for Point Four and indicated more clearly and forcefully that 
Truman opposed the dropping of atomic bombs as a way of dealing with 
Communism. Several other changes made use of the president’s memo. One 
praised the handling of the transition from Truman to Eisenhower; a second 
exclaimed about the extent of the president’s travels; a third dealt enthusias- 
tically with the performance of the economy. 

Charlie Murphy contributed to the fourth draft in his own hand.?? 
Many of his changes were small, mainly stylistic, and improvements upon 
what his colleagues, including his boss, had done. He also added an expla- 
nation of the decision to use the bomb to a section that originated in Tru- 
man’s memo, deleted six paragraphs from the discussion of the Cold War, 
improving the flow by doing so, and strengthened the paragraph on the 
Korea decision. Still further, he enlarged the discussion of a first-strike use 
of atomic bombs, deleted a paragraph on how “long and hard and costly” 
the Cold War “struggle” would be, and cut out others on Point Four and 
the ways in which the United States was “meeting the world-wide commu- 
nist challenge.” In their place, he wrote of “a wonderful new golden age” 
that would follow the Cold War, picked up examples Truman had offered 
in his memo, and inserted paragraphs on “the things we could do to enrich 
the lives of people everywhere.” Following more contributions to this draft 
by other staff members, he reworked the prediction about the ending of the 
Cold War. 

On January 13, the date of delivery was close at hand, and the writers de- 
voted much attention to the address, moving it from the third to the fifth 
draft and encouraging the president to “mark it up a lot.” He marked it up, 
but not a lot. To a reference to his desk in the Oval Office, he added: “This 
has been the desk of many Presidents and will be the desk of many more.” He 
pointed out that living in Blair House “was not as convenient” as living in the 
White House. “I had to get in a car in the morning to cross the street to the 
White House office, again at noon to go to the Blair House for lunch, again 
to go to the office and finally take an automobile at night to return to the 
Blair House.” Obviously amused by a situation created by his major renova- 
tion of the White House, he added: “Fantastic isn’t it? But necessary so my 
guards thought—and they are the ones exposed to danger.” To the discussion 
of the night he became president and a passage that read “I walked over to 
the office of the Speaker of the House, Mr. Rayburn,” he inserted “to discuss 
pending legislation.” Perhaps he did not want anyone to believe he had come 
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only for bourbon! Revising only slightly, the speechwriters incorporated his 
suggestions into the sixth draft.°° 

In that draft, dated January 14, the writers also made other changes, some 
of them worthy of attention. The draft enlarged the discussions of Iran in 
1945-1946 and Greece and Turkey in 1947, deleted most of the paragraph 
on the Marshall Plan, and added brief references to the Berlin airlift and the 
military aid programs. It also inserted two paragraphs on the complexities of 
the decision to enter the Korean War and another on the valiant way in 
which Americans were now fighting. It referred to those who would “drop 
the atomic bomb” as “impatient” and to the Soviet Union as “a godless sys- 
tem.” Reducing somewhat the discussion as to how the Cold War would end, 
the draftsmen revised Murphy’s insertion about the “golden age.” Turning to 
domestic matters, the writers improved a paragraph on “spreading the bless- 
ings of American life to all our people.”*! 

Time was running out, and the speech was ready for a reading by the pres- 
ident. David McCullough has described the reading, which must have taken 
place on the fourteenth: 


[A]t the big table in the Cabinet Room one evening, the staff gathered, he 
read it aloud, stopping at the end of each page for their comments. 
Recounting the decision on Korea, he described how he had flown from 
Independence to Washington, the fateful Sunday in June 1950. “Flying 
back over the flatlands of the Middle West,” he read, “I had a lot of time to 
think.” Roger Tubby [the press secretary] suggested he make it “rich flat- 
lands”—“rich flatlands” would sound better, Tubby said. “The parts of 
southern Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio that I flew over are not rich, Roger,” 
Truman replied. Plain “flatlands” it remained.*? 


The president gave the address the next evening, January 15. It came at 
the end of a busy day, dominated by conversations with individuals and small 
groups, including Secretary Acheson and representatives of the Reserve Of- 
ficers Association. He met with his staff at ten in the morning and again for 
picture taking at three and then held his last press conference, his 324th, at 
four.°9 
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Much later, beginning at 10:30 that evening, the president spoke from the 
Oval Office to the nation by radio and television. Several features of the ad- 
dress stand out. One was how little it contained about domestic policies, only 
five sentences on the economy and two on civil rights. These passages boldly 
proclaimed that Americans had “learned how to attain real prosperity for our 
people” and there had been “a tremendous awakening of the American con- 
science” on civil rights. He spoke at greater length on the presidency, empha- 
sizing the president’s role as the ultimate decision maker and his dependence 
on support from the people. “The greatest part of the President’s job is to 
make decisions,” he maintained. “He needs the understanding and help of 
every citizen.” 

The president devoted most of the speech to international relations. Here, 
he defended his use of the atomic bomb against Japan, suggesting that it had 
saved many more lives than it had destroyed. He also challenged those who 
would rely upon that bomb now to end the Cold War. Americans were “not 
made that way,” he insisted, a declaration that assumed they adhered to a 
high moral code. Furthermore, the United States was not the only nation 
that was “learning to unleash the power of the atom.” In these circumstances, 
starting an atomic war was “totally unthinkable for rational men.” This argu- 
ment suggested that he regarded Soviet as well as American leaders as rational. 

In a major part of the speech, Truman suggested that the nation had 
learned the lessons taught by the history of the 1920s and 1930s and had not 
repeated the mistakes of that past. In sharp contrast with those earlier years 
of “weakness and indecision,” the nation had moved with “speed and courage 
and decisiveness... against the Communist threat since World War II.” 
That war had been the “evil result” of the mistakes. The new and very differ- 
ent policies of his presidency—“positive policies, policies of world leadership, 
policies that express faith in other free people’—had “averted World War III 
up to now” and may have established conditions that would “keep that war 
from happening as far ahead as man can see.” The address contained less 
than a sentence on the Marshall Plan and more than two dozen on the Korean 
War. The decision to go to war in Korea, Truman proposed, as he had to the 
journalists three weeks before, was the “most important” of his presidency. 

From our angle of vision, Truman’s prophecy about the outcome of the 
Cold War may be the most impressive feature of the address. He boldly pre- 
dicted that the United States would win the Cold War as a consequence of its 
own strengths and policies and the oppressive character—that “fatal flaw” —of 
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the Communist regimes. “In the long run,” he insisted, “the strength of our 
free society, and our ideals, will prevail over a system that has respect for nei- 
ther God nor man.” The prophecy implied that the Cold War was a contest 
between two essentially different systems and would end when the inferior 
system collapsed. 

Although the departing president did not speak of Point Four, he did fore- 
see similar programs that would produce the “golden age” that Murphy had 
envisioned. It would be based on our “capital, our skills, our scilence—most of 
all atomic energy”’—once they were “released from the tasks of defense and 
turned wholly to peaceful purposes all around the world.” Offering several il- 
lustrations, he concluded that this was “our dream of the future—our picture 
of the world we hope to have when the communist threat is overcome.” To 
use language from a later generation, he anticipated a “peace dividend” that 
would be used to raise standards of living around the world. 

The president spoke without anger, ignored the press, and praised the 
people. He insisted that he had “never once doubted” that they had “the will” 
to do what was “necessary to win this terrible fight against communism.” 
That confidence had enabled him “to make necessary decisions even though 
they called for sacrifices by all of us.” No president, he proposed, could “lead 
our country” or “sustain the burdens of this office” if he did not have popular 
support. The American people, he assured them, had given him what he 
needed “on all our great essential undertakings to build the free world’s 
strength and keep the peace.” 

The address paid no attention to one of the dominant themes in the crit- 
ics’ interpretation of Truman’s presidency and emphasized the other. The 
president and his writers obviously regarded the charge that he was corrupt 
as unworthy of their attention, but they responded clearly and forcefully to 
the claim that he had given the nation and the world a weak foreign policy. 
Instead, the address asserted, the United States under Truman’s leadership 
had rejected the policy of weakness that had prevailed in the 1920s and 
1930s and put in place a policy of strength. 

Even though Truman’s numbers in the polls were low, much of the com- 
mentary on the speech was favorable. Many journalists liked the “friendly,” 
“cheerful,” “homey,” “temperate and moving,” “affectionate and hopeful,” 
“mellow and reflective” spirit—the departure from “the bitterness of the 
political campaign.”*4 The editors of the New York Herald Tribune saw the 
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“affecting, simply written address” as revealing “the side of Mr. Truman 
which the people like and which they will want to remember when the bat- 
tles and controversies of his Administration fade into the background.” “In 
the manner of his going Mr. Truman has been every inch the President, con- 
scious of the great office and worthy of it,” the columnist Walter Lippmann 
observed. Another columnist, Thomas L. Stokes, forecast that “what Harry 
Truman has said will shine out in history, for it tells again the story of a free 
people.”35 

Some journalists also endorsed much of the content of the address. It was 
“the testament of a decent, generous and conscientious American who has 
blundered often on minor matters but invariably exhibited courage and vi- 
sion on the great issues,” James Wechsler, the editor of the New York Post, 
proclaimed. What he admired most about Truman was his “unwavering faith 
that free men can combat tyranny without surrendering their own liberties or 
unleashing the awful weapons of destruction we now command.” Worried 
about what lay ahead as “the Big Deal” displaced the New Deal and the Fair 
Deal, the Nation advised “all citizens, including the members of the Eisen- 
hower Administration, to file [the address] but not forget it.”°° 

Nearly all of those who wrote to the president praised the address. The 
letters contained such phrases as “you rose far above partisanship, and you 
made me proud to be an American.” Letter writers called the speech “primed 
with sincerity and truth,” “the best you have ever made,” “wonderful,” “simple 
yet eloquent,” “truly inspired,” “the greatest piece of Americanism that it has 
ever been my pleasure to hear and see,” “a fitting climax to a glorious career.” 
The address, one admirer wrote, “revealed the true qualities of statesmanship 
which you have . . . constantly demonstrated.”>” 

In their responses to the address, some of the commentators saw greatness 
in the man who gave it. One letter writer predicted that he would “go down 
in history as one of our great presidents. Like Lincoln, like Roosevelt.” A 
cautious journalist predicted he would “get a chapter in future histories that 
certainly will be lengthy and probably will be respectable,” but others pro- 
posed that historians would not “mark Harry Truman down as one of the 
lesser Presidents, like Millard Fillmore or Benjamin Harrison” and would 
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“rate him as one of the abler and more important American presidents.” The 
editors of the New York Times suggested that although he seemed “anxious 
about his place in history,” he “need not worry much” for he had “guided the 
nation through tremendous years, sometimes uncertainly, often with a wis- 
dom that will be remembered.” He would not be forgotten, the journalist 
Anne O’Hare McCormick predicted, for he had risen “out of petty politics to 
great occasions,” taken “great steps without hesitation or dismay,” and “carried 
the revolution of [foreign] policy much further than Mr. Roosevelt did.” 

Much like Truman, some writers blamed the press for his low ranking and 
predicted that historians would place him much higher. “I doubt if any pres- 
ident has ever had such a hostile press working against him,” one letter writer 
recalled, “yet you didn’t let it get you down. You went on working for the lit- 
tle people of this country.” According to one prediction: “Those shallow men 
who have been critical of your decisions will earn a deservedly anonymous 
niche in our future history books, while . . . your place will grow more secure 
with each sober reflection.” After contrasting praise for him in the British 
press with harsh attacks by the press at home, one writer called him “the 
finest and the most courageous person in our time.” “We owe you a great 
debt which will be acknowledged with the passing of time,” another writer 
predicted. “Some day the people of the United States will realize that you are 
a much greater man than your detractors,” another prophet assured him.°? 

The speech did provoke predictably negative responses from some of his 
critics. One Texan wired only one word: “fooey.” Another wrote that the ad- 
dress was “most ridiculous and inappropriate” and asked, “Aren't you big 
enough to take defeat?” To a Californian, Truman's “latest radio blast” sounded 
as though he enjoyed the sound of his voice “in a rain barrel,” while a couple 
from Pennsylvania called what he said a “poor vindication effort” and “con- 
temptuous” and exclaimed “Good Riddance.” “An American” from New 
Jersey labeled the speech “disgusting, child-like and immature,” advised the 
departing president to read the Bible now that he would “have some time,” 
and expressed hope that it would “enlighten” him “because our Constitution 
didn’t seem to help any.”*° 

Critics in the press had more to say. Some challenged the president’s 
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prediction that the Soviet Union would collapse and his apparent confidence 
that “history would treat him well.” The Hearst press chided him for ignor- 
ing “such unhappy memories as the treachery of Alger Hiss” and the mounting 
national debt. Employing the weakness theme, the editors of the Washington 
Evening Star objected to Truman's “watch-and-wait policy” in Korea and 
criticized the address for not suggesting how to bring the war to a “successful 
conclusion.” Others emphasized corruption. “The word ‘scandal’ will be writ- 
ten across the record of the Democratic administration of Harry Truman just 
as it has been written across the Republican administration of Warren Hard- 
ing,” the columnist David Lawrence concluded. “That’s the inexorable fate 
which befalls men who play petty politics with Presidential power and who 
are faithless to the public trust.” The Chicago Tribune challenged Truman’s 
reading of the history of the 1920s and 1930s. The address, the paper edito- 
rialized, “rehashed one of his favorite themes—that the United States did the 
league of nations to death by refusing to enter into it and thereby betrayed 
the peace of the world and was responsible for all of the calamities that have 
piled up since 1919.” The editors called this “Truman’s Pet Myth.” Not swayed 
by the address, the most hostile columnist, Westbrook Pegler, concluded 
about Truman that the American people hated “him and his war and his trai- 
tors and crooks.”*# 

Such negative interpretations of Harry Truman no longer have the many 
endorsements they enjoyed half a century ago. Instead, although some histo- 
rlans write negative books, he has become a national hero, made so by big 
historical events, including the collapse of the Nixon presidency. “It has been 
good to think about Harry Truman this spring and summer, . . . the summer 
of Watergate,” Merle Miller began Plain Speaking, the first widely popular 
Truman book, published in 1974. “The memory of him has never been sharper, 
never brighter than it is now, a time when menacing, shadowy men are every- 
where among us.”4? Present-day leaders were corrupt, this interpretation 
maintained; Truman had been a man of good character, and the nation now 
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needed a leader like him. After the days of Watergate, American presidents 
and their rivals, including both Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter and also the 
first George Bush, Bill Clinton, and Ross Perot, competed with one another 
in Truman look-alike contests. 

In the 1970s and later, enthusiasm for Truman rested in large part on ideas 
about his personality and character, but the Farewell Address emphasized his 
policies. First drawn to the address nearly three decades ago as I explored his 
soaring popularity, I found his claim that he had based his foreign policies on 
the lessons of history the most impressive feature. Since then, new events— 
the collapse of the Soviet empire and the Soviet Union and the end of the 
Cold War—have thrown a spotlight on another part of the address—the 
prophecy. It rested on confidence in a policy and on an idea about human 
nature. 

Now, the dominant American opinion about Harry Truman, among his- 
torians*? as well as the general public, is much closer to the Farewell Address 
than to the appraisals by hostile journalists and most Americans in 1953. 
Recently, book publishers brought three large Truman biographies to market, 
obviously confident that interest in and enthusiasm for the president ran 
high, and each biographer, although not uncritical, presented a quite positive 
interpretation. In Harry 8.Truman: A Life (1994) Robert Ferrell maintains 
that he “was the right man for his time, an awkward era in domestic politics 
and a downright dangerous period in foreign relations.” He “took the mea- 
sure of his responsibilities and made few errors” and “attained a rare balance 
of qualities that made him... one of the best choices fate could have pro- 
vided when . . . Roosevelt passed on.” Much like the interpretation offered in 
the Farewell Address, Ferrell writes that Truman’s “principal accomplishment 
. .. was to change the foreign policy of the United States, from abstention to 
participation in the affairs of Europe and the world.” 

In Man of the People: A Life of Harry $. Truman (1995), Alonzo Hamby 
also gives Truman high marks. This biographer concludes that “Truman was 
magnificently right on... the two most important issues of his time: civil 
rights and the Soviet challenge.” The Farewell Address also dealt positively 
with both issues but did not give them equal weight. It presented Truman’s 
response to the Soviet challenge as clearly the main feature of his presidency. 

Of these three major biographers, only McCullough, in his Truman (1992), 
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offers a sizable discussion of the Farewell Address and writes enthusiastically 
about Truman’s powers as a prophet. “Read many years later, in the light of 
what happened at the end of the Cold War, it [the address] would seem ut- 
terly extraordinary in its prescience,” the biographer exclaims. “He appeared 
to know even the essence of what in fact would transpire, and more impor- 
tantly, why.”“4 Truman was not, however, solely or perhaps even mainly re- 
sponsible for the idea or its appearance in the address. He did make the 
prediction in his interviews with the White House reporters and may have 
suggested it in his many conversations with his staff, but he did not include it 
in his memorandum. Furthermore, it had been an important component of 
the ideology of the Truman administration for several years. In 1947, George 
Kennan, the first head of the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff, had 
introduced the idea that containment of the Soviet Union could lead to lib- 
eration of the Soviet people, doing so in an article, “The Sources of Soviet 
Conduct,” published in Foreign Affairs. In 1950, his successor, Paul Nitze, 
had developed the idea further in a “Top Secret” document, NSC-68. Mem- 
bers of the president’s staff had been interested in the idea for some time and 
eager to put it in a presidential speech. They did so in the Farewell Address. 

The address had been prepared with care, the product of much discussion 
and six drafts, and contained pieces, large and small, from each of the drafts 
and from Truman himself. It was his speech. It was his even though he had 
not written it from beginning to end nor supplied the basic draft. It was his 
because he had participated heavily in the making of it, he had the final au- 
thority, his writers tried to produce a Truman speech, and what they gave 
him resembled what he had said to the journalists and quite likely said to his 
team. It was the staff’s speech also in that they had done most of the talking 
about it and most of the writing of it and it said what they, as well as he, 
wanted to say." 

Although the speech did not silence Truman's critics, it did challenge the 
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dominant view of his presidency at the time and insist strongly that he was a 
president of large historical significance, worthy of being well remembered. 
Some Americans agreed in 1953; many more do so now. The portrait of him 
as the corrupt product of a notorious big-city political machine has been dis- 
carded, as has the picture of him as the leader in the development of a weak 
foreign policy. Instead, many now see him much as the address portrayed 
him. In addition to admiring his personality and character, they view Harry 
Truman as a president who established a strong and ultimately successful 
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The Politics of Democracy 


Harry S. Truman and the American People 


Alonzo L. Hamby 


Harry Truman mentioned his relationship with the American people on 
three separate occasions in the Farewell Address he delivered on January 15, 
1953. The presidency, he told them, was a hard, unceasing job that required 
“the understanding and the help of every citizen.” He thanked the people for 
having “the will and determination” to make the sacrifices essential to the 
struggle against Soviet Communism. He concluded by declaring, “I have been 
well aware I did not really work alone—that you were working with me.” The 
presidency and the pursuit of peace were “the things we have done together.” 

Truman delivered these remarks at the conclusion of an unusually tumul- 
tuous presidency and at a time when the country was more than ready to 
send him off. (In late 1951, the Gallup poll had put his approval rating at 23 
percent.) Of course, it is hardly unusual for national leaders to feel that they 
have the support of “the people” well after they have lost it. A hardheaded, 
practical politician, Truman understood well at one level that a solid majority 
of the people perhaps had once supported him but were now ready for a new 
face. Still, his rhetoric reflected a gauzy sentiment natural to anyone who was 
leaving the nation’s highest office after devoting nearly eight years of his life 
to coping with its incessant demands and genuinely feeling that he was doing 
the best he could for the country. Political leadership, even that wielded by 
many dictators, often demands a sense of popular support. In no society is 
this truer than in a democracy. Harry Truman’s relationship with the Amer- 
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ican people may in reality have been tenuous, but the way in which he at- 
tempted to forge it and the way in which the people responded to him tell us 
a lot about both him and the society he headed. 

Truman’s relationship with the American people involved more than 
Gallup polls. The topic forces us to look at the way in which he understood 
the nature of politics. Here I will address three questions: What did Truman 
think of when he heard the term the people? How did he think politics, as he 
practiced it, served them? And how did the people relate to him throughout 
his career? 

It is not very meaningful to talk of “the people” as a large generalization. 
We need to think of democracy from a pluralist perspective in which politi- 
cal leaders deal with the people as distinct groups, many of them determined 
by economic function or interest, but others reflecting social, cultural, or 
philosophical outlooks. The classic early American statement of this idea was 
made by James Madison in Federalist No. 10. Political scientists have elabo- 
rated on it endlessly. Among the most important twentieth-century scholars 
are Arthur F. Bentley, David B. Truman (no relation to Harry!), and Robert 
A. Dahl. 

For most politicians the people is also a normative term. “The people” are 
those clusters in the population that seem most deserving of support against 
“special interests,” perhaps most authentic in terms of their fundamental im- 
portance to society, and, cynics might add, ultimately most likely to provide 
their votes. In any society, those two words are a powerful rhetorical device. 
In American democracy, they have special resonance. 

We need also to think about the nature of political leadership in democra- 
tic societies. Madison mentioned as one source of “faction,” or group identity, 
personal attachment to a leader. A relationship of this sort might be a simple 
patronage transaction, as it frequently was in the eighteenth-century Anglo- 
American world, but it might also involve the compelling attraction of what 
we began to call “charismatic leadership” in the twentieth century. All demo- 
cratic political leaders are forced to one degree or another to deal with the 
people through the mediating mechanism of interest groups; most are frank 
about this, some adamantly in denial. The charismatic democratic leader, 
however, can to some degree transcend group mediation. Truman, we need 
hardly add, was not charismatic; instead he had the bad fortune to live in an 
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age in which charismatic leadership was unusually prominent and to be com- 
pared to the likes of Roosevelt, Churchill, and Eisenhower. 

Because this essay is about Harry Truman’s political conceptualization and 
his personality, it has to be biographical. We need to turn to his personal his- 
tory, the social history of the environment in which he grew up, the political 
concepts he absorbed as a youth, then modified as he grew older, and the ac- 
tual day-to-day politics that he witnessed, then participated in. 


Independence and Grandview: Populism, Democratic 
Loyalism, and WASP Ascendancy 


The first thirty-three years of Harry Truman’s life, 1884-1917, were mostly 
spent in Independence (1892-1902) and on his grandmother’s farm near 
Grandview (1906-1917) in southern Jackson County. Through much of the 
Grandview period, Truman commuted to Independence regularly to court 
his beloved Bess Wallace. Town and country were both homogeneous poli- 
ties with largely similar views of the world. The Independence in which 
Truman came of age was still a small, if rapidly growing, town best under- 
stood as an Upper South county seat. It had the feel of a town that recently 
had put its frontier past behind it and had progressed on to building the 
schools and churches. Like much of small-town America it professed a sur- 
face egalitarianism. In theory, everyone was equal; in fact, widely understood 
social distinctions existed, but they were neither as complex nor as extreme as 
those in large cities.’The owner and publisher of the Independence Examiner, 
Col. William Southern, for example, could live in close proximity to the live- 
stock trader Trumans and the marginal Allen family, enjoy a cordial relation- 
ship with both, and take an interest in their more talented children. Social or 
economic distinctions were blurred in part because upward mobility for those 
who aspired to it was widely assumed. Harry Truman did his part to prove 
the assumption. The most famous of the Allen children, Forrest, or “Phog,” 
became a legendary basketball coach at the University of Kansas. His older 
brother, Harry, aka “Pete,” was the same age as Harry Truman and a close 
friend. The two of them served together in World War I as battery comman- 
ders. Pete stayed in the army and retired as a colonel on the eve of World War 
II. Like all generalizations, the assertion that Truman was a product of an 
egalitarian society is not perfect. Nonetheless, it serves us pretty well. 

Independence was not only democratic, it was also “Democratic” in the 
sense of being a town that normally returned solid majorities for the Demo- 
cratic Party. In general, those majorities reflected the legacy of the Civil War, 
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still a living memory for many of the town’s citizens. Harry’s grandparents, in 
common with many of their friends, had been among a wave of migrants 
from Kentucky who had settled in Jackson County in the 1840s, owned slaves, 
supported the Confederacy in the war, and suffered ill treatment from the 
Unionists. Harry’s mother may have been a bit extreme in thinking John 
Wilkes Booth was a great man and detesting Republicans as a group, but 
such sentiments were not uncommon in her world. 

The Truman loyalty to the Democratic Party may have been forged in the 
Civil War, but its meaning was redefined by the rise of William Jennings 
Bryan to party leadership in 1896 and by the “populist” movement that Bryan 
incarnated—despite never having been a member of the Populist Party. Popu- 
lism may be defined generically, and a bit crudely, as the general resentment 
of the lowly (“the people”) against the rich and the “special interests” per- 
ceived as the controllers of society. Bryan rose to prominence as the advocate 
of a hard-pressed farm population, whom he depicted as the victims of a 
greedy northeastern financial elite. He advocated cheap money with a pas- 
sion and logic that only a straitened debtor class could understand. He cou- 
pled this with an equally emotional defense of the values of traditional rural 
America (mostly old stock and Protestant) against the modernist cosmopoli- 
tanism of the cities. The flame of populism never burned as hot in Missouri 
as it did in Kansas or Nebraska, but it picked up both advocates and fellow 
travelers. The Trumans, despite their residence in Independence, were farm- 
ers who had known hard times. Despite being moderately well off, until 
Harry’s father lost everything in grain futures speculation, they usually owed 
money to the bank. They worked very hard but had little to show for it. They 
were Baptists who adhered to a fundamentalist morality. They identified 
with Bryan and assimilated his message. 

Who then were “the people” who were the objects of public policy? In the 
Independence of young Harry Truman, the definition was quite clear on one 
point—they were white. Blacks voted in nearby Kansas City, but not in Inde- 
pendence. The racism that existed there appears to have been more benign 
than malign. Independence blacks were servants and manual laborers; they 
appear to have sought regular white employers, who generally felt an obliga- 
tion to take care of them. Still, this was a status that was just a step up from 
slavery; it assumed dependence and obedience. Most Independence residents 
appear to have felt they treated “their” Negroes well, at least those who “knew 
their place,” and assumed there was a natural order of things that needed to 
be observed. 

Recent immigrants fared little better in young Harry’s world. Letters he 
wrote to Bess Wallace before World War I display a casual racism shocking 
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to the twenty-first-century sensibility but part of the conventional wisdom in 
the rural, small-town world of the early twentieth century. For example, the 
twenty-seven-year-old Truman, on his way to participate in a federal land 
lottery for would-be homesteaders in South Dakota, wrote: “I bet there’ll be 
more bohunks and ‘Rooshans’ up there than white men. I think it is a dis- 
grace to the country for those fellows to be in it. If they had only stopped im- 
migration about twenty or thirty years ago, the good Americans could all 
have had plenty of land.”” 

There was one other important denominator. The Truman of those years 
was a rural Jeffersonian. Farmers, he remarked, in that same letter to Bess, 
“are more independent and make better citizens.” A country of factories and 
large cities “soon becomes depressed and makes classes among people.” This 
was more conventional wisdom, especially among Missouri farmers who 
were also Democrats, touched by the rhetoric of William Jennings Bryan and 
respectful of the party’s patron saint, Thomas Jefferson. 

This view of “the people” that Truman had developed by his late twenties 
seems rather unpromising, to say the least, for the leadership of a party that 
would appeal heavily to blacks, immigrant-based ethnic groups, and big 
cities. Did he have a change of mind somewhere along the way? Did he con- 
ceal his true feelings? Or did he not really mean the things he wrote in those 
days? Probably the best answer is “all of the above.” Like most people, he did 
not question the commonly held assumptions of his society and was capable 
of juggling mutually contradictory propositions in his mind. (Only acade- 
mics and ideologues have well-worked-out theories of life, politics, or almost 
anything.) Nor does there appear to have been a lot of intensity in his racial 
feelings. He was an even-tempered, gregarious young man who got along 
well with all types of people. As for farming, he may have felt it was virtuous, 
but he heartily disliked it. After the death of his father in 1914, he would de- 
vote his life to making an escape from it. 


Businessman, Soldier, Politician, Kansas Citian 


Truman’s attempts to break away from the farm brought him quickly into 
the world of speculative business, first as co-lessee of a lead and zinc mine in 
Commerce, Oklahoma, then as a partner in a wildcat oil and gas exploration 
company, finally as operator of a haberdashery across from Kansas City’s 
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Muehlebach Hotel. In each instance, he would experience firsthand the dif- 
ficulties of the typical small business operator, working hard to make a suc- 
cess of underfinanced and poorly conceived ventures, competing 
unsuccessfully with larger firms that had deep pockets, fighting a business 
cycle he never fully understood, starting out with high hopes and in the end 
losing money. Not surprisingly, the small businessman joined his list of those 
who constituted “the people.” 

World War I intervened between the oil business and the haberdashery. It 
surely had the effect of further broadening Truman’s sense of “the people.” As 
a lieutenant in training camp at Fort Sill, Oklahoma, he became fast friends 
with James Pendergast, nephew of Kansas City’s notorious Irish-Catholic 
boss, Tom Pendergast. Appointed to run the regimental canteen, he drew on 
the services of “a Jew... by the name of Jacobson and he is a crackerjack.”° 
In France, he received the command of an artillery battery made up mostly of 
Irish and German Catholics from Kansas City. The respect and affection 
Truman developed for Jim Pendergast and Eddie Jacobson is undeniable. 
The sentiment between him and his entire battery was a bit more selective, 
but a group of loyalists, numbering perhaps half his troops, liked him well 
enough that a sizable group of them kicked in to buy him a large silver loving 
cup at the end of the war. Truman himself waxed sentimental about the 
“Irishmen” who had manned his four seventy-five-millimeter guns, and a lot 
of them responded by backing his campaigns for public office. 

What of the people the populists did not like—bankers, industrialists, fat 
cats? Here the young Truman seems to have been a bit equivocal. There is no 
doubt that he felt little empathy for the J. P. Morgans and John D. 
Rockefellers of the world. But he also wanted to be a successful—that is, 
wealthy—businessman himself, and he largely accepted the rags-to-riches 
ideology still prominent in the years before World War I. With hard work— 
and some luck—one could become a millionaire. Hence the zinc mine, then 
the oil exploration company. (He came close in the last venture. His oilman 
partner, David Morgan, ran out of money after drilling down 1,500 feet on a 
lease near Eureka, Kansas. Morgan sold the lease to a flusher company that 
went deeper and hit an enormous pool of oil and gas. “Well, Dave,” Truman 
wrote to Morgan years later, “if we had carried that well on down... it’s a 
cinch I would not be President today.”)* It was hard to work up a passion 
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against the robber barons when one entertained dreams of becoming a mem- 
ber of the club himself. It would be easier when he gave up those ambitions. 

Truman’s attempts at a business career essentially came to an end when he 
and Eddie Jacobson shut down their Kansas City haberdashery shop in the 
fall of 1922. During a two-year period when he was out of office (1925- 
1926), he supported himself quite successfully as a salesman of auto club 
memberships and insurance. Over a longer period, he was a partner in an ul- 
timately unsuccessful savings and loan company. But from 1922 on, politics 
was the ruling preoccupation of his life. His candidacy for Eastern District 
judge of the county court (essentially the county commission) gave him his 
first opportunity to make a systematic effort at defining a constituency (“the 
people”) and explaining the ways in which government was supposed to 
serve it. 

The practice of politics also forced him to find ways of reconciling high 
ideals with far less elevated realities. From the beginning, Truman had to 
move back and forth between two personas. One was that of the “idealist,” as 
he described it, dedicated to the purest values of public service and pursuing 
them selflessly in the interests of all the people; this was the way he liked to 
see himself. The other was that of the pragmatic realist, making one compro- 
mise after another to achieve what he could and safeguard his own career, 
which was his only means of supporting himself and his family. He acknowl- 
edged this identity but was invariably defensive about it. It was as the idealist 
that he presented himself to the people at campaign time, but as the realist 
that he actually managed his political offices. This was a cause of psycholog- 
ical turmoil for him, as well as a larger problem of public definition vis-a-vis 
the people. 

Truman’s first run for significant political office occurred wholly within 
the world in which he had grown up; the people of Jackson County’s Eastern 
District were white, old-stock, Protestant, and Jeffersonian in the sense of 
believing in small, frugal government. Politics as practiced was strictly “re- 
tail”—meetings with small groups, attendance at local picnics and fairs, face- 
to-face requests for a vote, one person at a time. Truman was good at it. He 
had a firm handshake, a ready smile, and an air of sincerity. Such skills could 
make a difference in a close race, but he already had learned in an unsuccess- 
ful and relatively halfhearted contest for township trustee that organization 
and committed supporters meant more. 

The people in Jackson County, as elsewhere, were not simply a homoge- 
neous mass in search of the nicest candidate. A good many of them were also 
known as “goats” and “rabbits,” the popular names for the two leading fac- 
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tions in the local Democratic Party. As the names imply, their political rivalry 
did not involve a clash of principles. It was about who got the county jobs 
and contracts and about allegiances based on past preferment or long-stand- 
ing personal acquaintance. Truman well understood this. His father had been 
loosely aligned with the goat faction and had been appointed a road overseer 
when an old family friend was elected to the county court. Truman had in- 
herited the position after his father’s death, then lost it when the old friend 
died and was succeeded by a less congenial figure. The Kansas City anchor of 
the goat faction was the well-oiled and increasingly powerful machine headed 
by Tom Pendergast. 

Facing the problem of convincing the people that idealism and machine 
politics could exist side by side, Truman appealed to the people of the East- 
ern District as a young businessman with Jeffersonian values who would 
bring runaway county spending under control while improving the county’s 
execrable rural road system. His leading opponent, a small-town banker named 
E. E. Montgomery, who was allied with the rabbits, did the same. So did the 
other three contestants in the Democratic primary. The people, as nearly as 
one could discern, wanted such pledges; all the local newspapers demanded 
them; so did various civic clubs. Yet in the end the contest was decided by the 
support of friends and the organization of the machine. Truman had no illu- 
sions about this. He did nothing illegal, but he returned favors frankly and 
openly. The people needed to be served as well as possible, but it was imper- 
ative to take care of a special subset, one’s “friends.” As Truman later wrote, 
he and H. F. McElroy, a goat loyalist from Kansas City, “ran the county court 
and took all the jobs.”> In the end, and to the surprise of almost no one, they 
proved better at promise than performance, ending their two-year terms with 
the county budget in deficit and the roads in poor shape. By the standards of 
the past, however, their service had been better than average. They probably 
would have been reelected if not for an intense party factionalism that tem- 
porarily brought the Republicans to power. The moral would stay with Tru- 
man forever: keep the party united. The people were out there to be served as 
best as one could, but they were not the force that got one elected. 

The party reunited under Tom Pendergast’s control, Truman won election 
as presiding judge of the county court in 1926 and reelection in 1930. With 
Pendergast’s powerful support, both elections were easy. The presiding judge 
was elected by both Kansas City and rural, small-town Jackson County. 
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Truman’s new position brought a significant enlargement of his political 
world and the range of people he served. The most visible aspect of that 
enlargement was his success in reaching out to Kansas City’s business com- 
munity and civic establishment as an advocate of modern roads, other civic 
improvements, and administrative efficiency—all within the parameters of 
patronage politics, which he openly practiced. The businessmen and munici- 
pal reformers accepted him as the best presiding judge within memory. By 
and large he made good on their trust in his administration of bond funds 
that paid for an excellent county highway system and other improvements 
with little noticeable waste or corruption. At some risk, he passed over 
Pendergast’s “pet contractors” and let contracts to the lowest bidders. (They, 
however, would find that they had to buy their cement from a company con- 
trolled by Big Tom.) He knew he could not prevent much of the routine 
waste and graft that accompanied normal county government. But, on this 
matter, he told the Boss, his honor was at stake. It is no exaggeration to say 
that he became the pet Democrat of the city’s Republican establishment. 

His world widened in another way, less visible and hardly discussed at the 
time. Compared to New York, Cleveland, or Chicago, Kansas City was a rel- 
atively homogeneous old-stock town. But compared to eastern Jackson County, 
it was a seething ethnic cauldron. Irish and Italian Americans were the two 
largest and most visible ethnic groups. Truman learned to deal with their 
leaders. Negroes were politically invisible in Truman's old home district. In 
Kansas City, they constituted a significant pool of votes; the machine worked 
assiduously to detach them from their traditional Republican allegiance. 
Truman once had joined in vigorous attacks on a previous county court for 
lavish spending to construct a Negro boys home. As presiding judge himself, 
he constructed a parallel facility for Negro girls. Given his southern back- 
ground, his personal feelings were mixed, but he accepted as a fact that the 
people now included Negroes. His initiation into ethnic politics and ready 
adaption paralleled developments that were happening elsewhere in the Demo- 
cratic Party and would make themselves felt in the emergence of Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s New Deal coalition. 

How had the people of Jackson County reacted to Harry Truman during 
his fourteen-year political career there? The record seems to show that on the 
whole they were very positive. He won three of four elections, the last two by 
large margins. Public comment about him was far more positive than nega- 
tive. The Republican Kansas City Star praised his conduct of the county court. 
He had few bitter enemies and many friends. Nonetheless, wide approval did 
not translate into independent political appeal. When he assayed a campaign 
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for governor of Missouri in 1932, it never got off the ground—because Boss 
Pendergast from the beginning leaned toward another candidate, because Tru- 
man was not well known outside Jackson County, and because he lacked the 
appeal needed to drum up outstate support on his own. In fact, it is likely that, 
even within Jackson County, Truman could not have won an election without 
machine support. However satisfying it was to serve the people, the organi- 
zation remained the indispensable element of advancement. 


The U.S. Senate 


Truman’s elevation to the Senate in 1934 further illustrated the point. 
Clearly, he won the primary and general elections because he had the strong 
backing of the Pendergast machine and its close ally, Gov. Guy B. Park. 
Thousands of “the people” who voted for him in Kansas City were ghosts; 
state employees, extensively utilized for campaign purposes, rounded up 
many others. (The tallies of his opponents had similar characteristics, of 
course, but it was universally conceded that the Pendergast/Park operation 
was by far the state’s most efficient combination of fraud and patronage.) 
Still struggling with the fundamental inner contradiction of his career, the 
new senator went off to Washington broadly typed as a boss’s puppet while 
striving to develop an identity as a servant of the public. Just as he had done 
in Jackson County, he cooperated with Pendergast on issues of patronage and 
assistance for machine associates, but he seems to have had a free hand in de- 
ciding his position on policy issues. On Capitol Hill he began to develop a 
national identity and further refine his sense of just who “the people” were. 

Elected as New Deal liberalism was peaking in 1934 and free to concen- 
trate on large public policy issues rather than the managerial imperatives of 
local government, surrounded by New Dealers and old-style progressives, he 
easily and naturally reverted to the neopopulism of his younger days. Most of 
the problems of America, he believed, had resulted from the misdeeds of 
Wall Street and the large corporations. He demonstrated this attitude in his 
support of the Public Utility Holding Company Act of 1935, which broke up 
the large utility combines. (His personal dealings with Kansas City Power 
and Light had reinforced his feelings. In private, he referred to it as part of 
“the power trust.”) Investigating the insolvency of the railroads, he emotion- 
ally and sincerely bought into the argument that they had been looted by 
Wall Street bankers and their expensive lawyers. Years later, he wrote bitterly 
about being kept waiting for an appointment with Winthrop Aldrich, president 
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of Chase National Bank, and stalking out of the office. At the beginning of 
World War II, he would assert that Standard Oil Company had entered into 
cartel agreements with the German firm I. G. Farben to block the establish- 
ment of a synthetic rubber industry in the United States, and persist in the 
charge despite a lack of evidence. Writing to a constituent, he declared: “The 
Standard Oil group, of course, are still trying to choke the country to death 
and I am trying to keep them from doing it, but I am only one voice in the 
wilderness.”° 

“The people” still included small- and medium-sized business owners, a 
group with whom Truman felt a special empathy and one he defined very 
broadly. They continued to include farmers, another group whose problems 
he understood. He added veterans, partly on the basis of shared experience, 
partly out of respect for the power of their lobby in Washington. Workers 
were an important component, although he was a bit more reserved toward 
labor unions than were the most enthusiastic New Dealers. In 1937, he told 
an audience at Liberty, Missouri, that “labor” in America needed to be under- 
stood as “every man or woman who works with hand or brain for a living.”” 

He, more than ever, accepted Negroes, if with some mental reservations 
about their major goal of the 1930s, a federal antilynching act. We know he 
thought the bill was an unconstitutional invasion of police powers reserved to 
the states; yet he voted for it, probably, as Samuel Lubell has written, out of 
respect for the black vote in St. Louis and Kansas City. Throughout his years 
in the Senate, he systematically polished his credentials with Missouri blacks. 
Privately, he was capable of using the n-word and other disagreeable slang 
that had been part of his vernacular since childhood. Publicly, he declared in 
a speech appealing for the Negro vote in 1940 that he did not believe in “so- 
cial equality” (and he clearly did not like aggressive blacks); he also declared 
that he believed in the brotherhood of all men and endorsed the idea of equal 
opportunity. He never denounced the World War II Fair Employment Prac- 
tices Committee. It is reasonable to believe that principles were involved in 
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both judgments, and equally fair to assume that political calculation played a 
big part in his behavior. Regardless, “the people” included a distinctly black 
component.® 

They also included Jews. Here also Truman could seem erratic. When he 
talked privately about Jews he did not like, he could sound like a confirmed 
anti-Semite. In fact, from a relatively early age, he had enjoyed good personal 
relations with Jewish people, most of all his army comrade and business part- 
ner Eddie Jacobson and the general counsel on the railroad investigating 
committee, Max Lowenthal. In the 1930s, he handled numerous requests to 
facilitate entry into the United States for German Jews. In 1940, his reelec- 
tion campaign manager in St. Louis, David Berenstein, was not just a Jew 
but also head of a local Zionist organization. Speaking to a Zionist gathering 
in Chicago in 1943, Truman endorsed “a haven and place of safety” for Euro- 
pean Jews. Writing privately to a St. Louis constituent, he said “when the 
right time comes I am willing to help make the fight for a Jewish homeland 
in Palestine.”” 

By then, Truman had made significant progress in his development as a 
popular politician able to win votes by dint of his own effort. Facing a hard 
fight for renomination in 1940 against Gov. Lloyd Stark and unable to count 
on an overwhelming vote tally from the now-defunct Pendergast machine, 
he had taken charge as never before of his own political destiny. With few 
fervent supporters, he put together a ragtag organization, got endorsements 
from more than a dozen fellow senators, lined up important help from the 
railway unions, appealed to a Negro constituency that Stark had ignored, and 
campaigned tirelessly throughout the state. Over an eight-week stretch, he 
spoke in 75 of Missouri’s 114 counties. As he showed signs of political life, 
he made a deal with what had become Missouri’s dominant political force, 
the St. Louis organization managed by Bob Hannegan. Truman’s triumph 
was ultimately made possible by his narrow victory in St. Louis, a machine 
achievement, but he never would have had organizational support there 
without a prior demonstration of his viability. It was less important that his 
win was narrow than that it was predominantly the result of a personal effort. 

After winning the general election in November, he returned to Washington 
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as both a successful political captain and a personality with a stronger iden- 
tity than ever among Missouri voters. Capitalizing on his success, he initiated 
an investigation of the rapidly growing defense program. By 1944, he was 
one of the most important men in Washington and a leader in the Senate. By 
then also, with Republicans in control of the Missouri statehouse and his 
Senate colleague Bennett Champ Clark facing repudiation from the elec- 
torate, he was the most important Democrat in Missouri. 

Still, his success hardly presaged a leap to the vice presidency. For all the 
attention his war-investigating committee received, his selection for the 
nomination was an inside job. It rested on the high esteem he enjoyed among 
his fellow senators and among Democratic party regulars. To a great extent it 
was engineered by his old Missouri benefactor, Bob Hannegan, whom he 
had gotten appointed chairman of the Democratic National Committee. 
Truman had staked out positions on the big domestic issues consistent with 
his earlier pronouncements, had chaired the most active and arguably most 
important committee of the U.S. Senate, and had laid out an articulate and 
realistic foreign policy vision. But his personal style was low-key, his speaking 
ability and rhetorical skills modest at best. In a manner befitting his back- 
ground, his career was based on steadiness and hard work; however ad- 
mirable the ideals, the style invited underestimation. In the tumult of a global 
war, it did not generate close attention, much less inspire devotion. When 
Harry Truman was nominated for vice president in July 1944, most Amer- 
icans had only a vague sense of who he was. That would still be the case when 
he was sworn in as president of the United States on the evening of April 12, 
1945. 


President and People 


We have seen the way in which Harry Truman defined the people as 
workers, farmers, small enterprisers, almost anyone other than the wealthy 
and powerful. We have also seen the way in which the practice of politics as- 
sisted him in designating certain groups as key electoral targets. By the time 
he became president these processes were mature. We also have seen that he 
established a style of political campaigning in Missouri that emphasized 
what the analysts would later call retail politics—tireless campaigning that 
consisted of many personal contacts with relatively small clusters of people. 
In 1945, he was still uncomfortable with huge audiences and the techniques 
of mass communications that his predecessor, Franklin Roosevelt, had used 
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so well. What was now important was the reaction the people would have to 
him. 

By 1945, public opinion polling was a standard feature of the American 
scene. The Roper and Gallup polls give us reasonable snapshots of Truman’s 
standing with the American public at specific intervals, although, then as 
now, they do not provide the best indicators of intensity of feeling.!° Clearly 
the initial reaction to the new president was one of sympathy for an ordinary 
American who, without warning, found himself forced to assume enormous 
burdens that had been borne by one of the nation’s most popular presidents. 
Americans knew Truman was ordinary because from the beginning he went 
out of his way to appear so. He told a group of reporters the next day: “Boys, 
if you ever pray, pray for me now. I don’t know whether you fellows ever had 
a load of hay fall on you, but when they told me yesterday what had hap- 
pened, I felt like the moon, the stars and all the planets had fallen on me. I’ve 
got the most terribly responsible job a man ever had.” His military aide and 
longtime friend Harry Vaughan not too long afterward contrasted him with 
Franklin Roosevelt: “After a diet of caviar, you like to get back to ham and 
eggs.”!! Truman appeared modest and unassuming, yet on top of his job. He 
told the world he liked it when people called him “Harry.” Such democratic 
posturing was of a piece with his personal history; it could not have come 
more naturally. 

The public seemed to respond at first. In June, the Gallup poll found an 87 
percent approval rating for him; in October, a still sky-high 82 percent. In 
November, Roper confirmed these findings.!? And why not? Things on the 
whole had gone well through the year. The United States had won World 
War II. The United Nations had been launched with great hope. In the flush 
of victory and the immediate aftermath, the future looked bright. 

By 1946, however, things were going badly on numerous fronts. Extern- 
ally, the world suddenly seemed a more dangerous place as the Cold War 
began to take shape. The administration appeared to be in serious disarray as 
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two of its leading Cabinet members—Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes 
and Secretary of Commerce Henry Wallace—resigned in protest. Worst of 
all, the inevitable strains of rapid reconversion from a wartime to a peacetime 
economy threw much of the country into a chaos of labor strikes, housing 
shortages, and collapsing price controls. Very little of this was Truman's fault. 
A fair amount of it could be traced to the Roosevelt administration's lack of 
interest in following up on a recommendation that the Truman committee 
had made in late 1943 for beginning the economic transition. Most of the 
rest was the price of a free economy and a long tradition of hostility to re- 
strictive government controls. 

Truman’s problem was to a great extent one of public relations. As Elmo 
Roper has put it, “He gave the impression of a man who was being pulled in 
conflicting directions and did not himself know which way to go.”!> He 
alienated labor by opposing what he considered to be abusive strikes. In the 
interest of an orderly economic transition, he angered producers (farmers as 
well as businessmen) by opposing big price increases and workers by oppos- 
ing big wage hikes. Consumers, in whose name the struggle was waged, fret- 
ted more about shortages than about prices. Worse yet, the president lost 
most of his struggles. Congress rejected his request for continuation of a 
strong Office of Price Administration. A federal housing program never got 
off the ground. Attempts to enforce remaining price controls on meat led to 
a strike of producers and empty cases at meat counters. In the “beefsteak 
election” of 1946, Republicans surged back to control on Capitol Hill. No 
one doubted that the president was the biggest loser, in large measure be- 
cause of the disappointment or apathy of the workers, farmers, and middle- 
class consumers who were among the most salient groups in his conception 
of “the people.” A Roper poll taken in January 1947 showed him the proba- 
ble loser to any of the major Republican possibilities in the 1948 election.“ 

As Truman’s popularity crashed in 1946, Americans yearned more and 
more for his extraordinary predecessor, Franklin Roosevelt.!> FDR had won 
four presidential elections, had led the country through depression and war, 
had been an inspirational presence. His failures and half-successes were for- 
gotten. For a time, a mythology emerged: FDR had mobilized public opinion 
and got important measures through Congress by making a single radio 
speech; FDR had been above politics; FDR would have preserved the deteri- 
orating alliance with the Soviet Union; FDR would have handled the eco- 
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nomic mess. The old New Dealers, naturally enough, most fervently bought 
into and propagated this fantasy, but it had a much wider appeal. And it did 
have one element of authenticity. Roosevelt surely would have seemed more in 
control. He likely would have been much better at framing issues in ways 
that deflected at least some of the blame. His charismatic presence would 
have given him a degree of authority and a substantial hard-core following 
not available to Truman. It had been much easier for the new president to be 
an ordinary American democrat as a county executive and a U.S. senator. The 
popular expectations for a president were different and more difficult. 
Truman had discovered that it is dangerous for national leaders to invite peo- 
ple to underestimate them; they risk forfeiting authority in those hard times 
when they most need it. 

Truman’s first two years in the presidency would establish a pattern. As 
measured by polls (which despite the embarrassment of 1948 were roughly 
accurate), his public approval would move up and down with events. When 
the country seemed on the right track and he seemed in command of events, 
the polls were generally favorable. When things were not going well, how- 
ever, the public had a way of assuming he was not in control, and his numbers 
broke downward. Lacking the reserves of charisma possessed by Roosevelt 
before him or Eisenhower after him, he was in many respects hostage to hap- 
penings he could not control. Moreover, he would always be much more vwul- 
nerable to personal attack on grounds that ran from incompetence to venality. 

In these circumstances, Truman’s recovery from repudiation in 1946 to re- 
election in 1948 was an extraordinary feat. It rested on his skill as, in Robert 
Donovan's phrase, an instinctive counterpuncher, his ability as president to 
establish the terms of political debate in the face of a fragmented opposition, 
and his continuing adherence to his concept of “the people” as objects of 
public service and the basis for a majority political coalition. 

By 1948, most of the strains of reconversion were over. The economy was 
humming along prosperously. Relatively inexpensive tract housing was be- 
ginning to appear in new suburbs; sleek new postwar-design autos were com- 
ing onto the market; consumer shortages were mostly a thing of the past. The 
president had established an anti-Soviet foreign policy that enjoyed majority 
approval. Moreover, the new opposition Congress, which often seemed ex- 
cessively cranky and conservative, failed to provide an attractive alternative. 
Instead, it served him as a whipping boy for the irritations that remained in 
American life and gave him an ideological focus around which to rally the 
people in support of the rights and benefits the New Deal and the Demo- 
cratic Party had given them during and after the Great Depression. 

The highlights of this attempt are well known. He brought back labor by 
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vetoing the Taft-Hartley Act, blamed the Republican refusal to bring back 
price controls for continuing high inflation, brought back a restless Negro 
vote by becoming the first president ever to advocate a comprehensive civil 
rights program, and won over Jews by recognizing Israel. Once the presiden- 
tial campaign actually began, he gave as little attention as possible to his Re- 
publican opponent, the moderate and capable Thomas E. Dewey. Instead, he 
fired away relentlessly at a Congress most often represented on the domestic 
side by the bluntly conservative Robert A. Taft of Ohio. He was even suc- 
cessful in blaming Congress for falling farm prices in late 1948 because of its 
refusal to fund adequate surplus grain storage facilities. Dewey foolishly went 
along with the game by never bothering to establish a centrist program for 
his prospective administration. 

This was a high-risk strategy and not without its speed bumps. The Israel 
issue was for months caught up in an ugly tug-of-war between national secu- 
rity officials and political operators. It was by no means certain that a civil 
rights program would be a net political plus for the president. It led to a south- 
ern revolt that ultimately manifested itself in the States Rights (“Dixiecrat”) 
Party of 1948. Truman’s poll numbers had crept substantially upward in 
1947. These two issues sent them into a tailspin in early 1948. But in both 
cases the president appears to have struggled to reconcile political calculation 
with the national interest and ultimately to have convinced himself he was 
doing the right thing. On other issues, the political calculation was pretty raw. 
It was ludicrous, for example, to blame Congress for failing to reinstitute 
price controls that had collapsed in 1946 and could not possibly have been 
brought back. 

What one can say with assurance is that, in Truman’s mind, it all came to- 
gether as a campaign to unite “the people,” as he had long since defined that 
term, against the “special interests” that he thought the Republicans repre- 
sented. It is less amazing that he was successful by a narrow margin than that 
he was successful at all. Above all, we must understand that it is insufficient 
to think of his strenuous 1948 campaign as simply a remarkable display of 
will and endurance. It was that, but it was also a manifestation of the politi- 
cal worldview he had internalized as a young man nearly a half-century ear- 
lier and refined thereafter. Whistle-stopping around the country, employing 
fiery rhetoric, he successfully brought enough of “the people,” interest group 
by interest group, behind him and the Democratic Party by raising the fear 
that Republican interests would take the good life away from them. 

For much of the following year, Truman was a popular, well-regarded 
president, but even in the best days the base of his popularity was fragile. To 
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poll 49.5 percent of the vote in a race that included two minor parties had 
been no mean feat; still, slightly more votes had been cast against him than 
for him. Despite a superficially imposing margin in Congress, the Demo- 
cratic Party remained sharply divided on many domestic issues and not 
amenable to presidential control. Much of Truman's Fair Deal domestic pro- 
gram, especially its most visible and original components (civil rights, federal 
aid to education, the Brannan farm plan, national health insurance), disap- 
peared into the legislative sausage-grinder on Capitol Hill. The few successes 
either turned out to be failures in practical application (public housing) or 
unspectacular, if significant, measures that stirred little passion in the larger 
electorate (social security revision). 

Meanwhile the opposition Republicans exploited multiple lacunae of mostly 
small-bore corruption within the executive branch. In addition, they pounded 
away at a Communist issue that became more compelling as the tide of the 
Cold War seemed to turn against the United States with the fall of Nation- 
alist China, the first Soviet A-bomb test, the conviction of Alger Hiss for 
perjury after Hiss denied that he had engaged in espionage, and the arrests of 
atomic spies, including Julius and Ethel Rosenberg. Even before the Korean 
War started, Joe McCarthy had begun his spectacular rampage, effectively 
cutting off the oxygen supply for many other areas of discussion. Truman, de- 
spite his considerable merits, lacked the stature in the popular mind to sway 
independent-minded congressmen, position himself above foreign policy 
setbacks, or destroy McCarthy. On June 25, when the North Korean army 
rampaged across the thirty-eighth parallel, he was already on another down- 
ward cycle in public esteem. 

Truman’s decision to intervene in Korea, popular at first, soon proved 
damaging beyond rational prediction. War, even a small war, brought with it 
an initial spurt of inflation, then various economic controls as the United 
States began a larger rearmament effort to forestall a potential Soviet offen- 
sive against Europe. An initial spectacular victory in the early fall at Inchon 
and an expected quick end to the conflict were transformed into a frustrating 
reversal and a protracted stalemate after the Chinese intervened. From that 
point on, the United States had no strategy for winning the war. Rather, the 
objective was a truce that would stabilize Korea by restoring the approximate 
prewar boundaries, while building up European defenses. If from a larger 
perspective the strategy made sense, it was unpalatable to a people who ex- 
pected to see wars fought to an expeditious victory. 

When Truman dismissed Gen. Douglas MacArthur from his command, 
he touched off a storm of criticism and hit his nadir in the polls. Thereafter 
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especially, the war magnified all the already established irritants in American 
politics. Although it was being fought to stem a Communist advance, al- 
though the rest of a stepped-up defense program was directed toward keep- 
ing Soviet power out of Western Europe, the very fact of a frustrating no-win 
war intensified the power of McCarthy’s charges of subversion from within. 
It also created an atmosphere receptive to other critiques of the president and 
his administration. It notably made charges of corruption more devastating 
than they would have been in better times. From the Chinese intervention of 
November 1950 through the MacArthur dismissal on to the steel seizure de- 
bacle of spring 1952, a majority of Americans seemed to feel Harry Truman 
could do no right. Less than a third approved of his job performance. A good 
many observers appear to have thought his extensive campaigning for Adlai 
Stevenson in the fall election did the ticket more harm than good. 

Brought down by events, Truman turned over the presidency to a Repub- 
lican successor elected as much on the basis of personal appeal as for his stand 
on issues. In the end, the American people—including many from groups 
Truman placed front and center in his definition of the people—at most felt 
a certain identification with him. They also felt that a workaday politician 
who seemed not much different from themselves had not been up to han- 
dling the great challenges of the times. His successor, also a man of humble 
origins, equally possessed a democratic appeal, but added to it a charisma 
produced by a lifetime of stern self-discipline and the experience of leader- 
ship in the greatest of all American military endeavors. Ironically, almost no 
one had admired him more than did Truman until Eisenhower emerged as a 
Republican challenger. 

Harry Truman continued to be a public figure until a few years before his 
death. Slowly, his reputation rose back toward its peak of 1945. Especially 
after he ceased to be a partisan activist in the early 1960s, his widely per- 
ceived weaknesses—impulsiveness, hotheadedness, a limited capacity for the 
demands of the presidency—faded into the background. For the last nine 
years of his life, he had the good fortune to be compared, not to Franklin 
Roosevelt and Dwight Eisenhower, but to Lyndon Johnson and Richard 
Nixon. His blunt honesty and democratic simplicity seemed increasingly at- 
tractive. A loving biography by his daughter, Margaret, focused public atten- 
tion on him, just as his life was ebbing away at the end of 1972. More than a 
year later, Merle Miller’s Plain Speaking (1974) portrayed him vividly to a 
large reading audience. A soft-rock group, Chicago, got into the act with a 
song named for him. By then, he had achieved the status of a folk hero, win- 
ning grudging, even enthusiastic, respect from partisan Republicans who 
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contrasted his foreign policy and moderately liberal domestic programs fa- 
vorably with the offerings of the leaders of the post—Great Society Demo- 
cratic Party. All could agree that in the words of a reviewer of Plain Speaking, 
he was “an American original” whose career as president told us something, 
mostly good, about ourselves.1° 


Leaders and People 


Truman suffered a common fate of democratic leaders, his public standing 
rising and falling with a tide of events for which he frequently could not be 
held responsible. It is one of the anomalies of democracies that they generally 
hold the profession of politics in low esteem, treat their leaders with little re- 
spect, and dispose of them readily. Millions of Americans readily identified 
with Truman and thought they knew the type well. For that very reason, how- 
ever much they might have found him likable, they doubted his capabilities. 

The Truman presidency actually was in many ways an extraordinary one. 
Truman initiated a policy of containment and foreign assistance that very 
likely prevented Soviet domination of Western Europe and the Middle East. 
He held a splintering New Deal political coalition together and adapted it 
programmatically to an era of post-Depression prosperity. Yet it has become 
customary to remember him for what he did not accomplish and to speak of 
the failures that left him isolated and unpopular during the final year of his 
presidency. By contrast, Eisenhower essentially carried forth the Truman 
policies with various tweaks around the edges, deployed exaggerated rhetoric 
to conceal substantive similarities, and had a spottier record of economic man- 
agement. Truman’s predecessor, Roosevelt, could lay claim to great achieve- 
ments, but FDR also had great failures on his record. He spent eight years 
vainly trying to end the American Great Depression; his diplomacy in World 
War II would have benefited from a clearer-eyed realism toward the Soviet 
Union. Nonetheless, “the people” elected FDR to the presidency four times— 
the last time despite abundant, publicly available evidence that he was past 
his prime; they would have done the same for an unsteady Eisenhower if he 
had been able to run. 

We generally say that the difference was “charisma.” FDR and Ike had it, 
Truman did not. We need to ask ourselves what we mean by this overworked 
word, which was introduced to political analysis about a century ago by the 
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German political sociologist Max Weber and has made its way disastrously 
into a popular discourse that today may as easily ascribe it to a brand of per- 
fume as to qualities of leadership.!” The most precise definition is that of an 
unusual personal magnetism that places a person beyond the realm of the or- 
dinary and elicits an emotional response from “the crowd.” Presumably, 
charisma is something detached to one degree or another from the issues. To 
some extent, charisma can be manufactured, at least in totalitarian societies 
in which a leader has a grip over the means of communication. In all cases, it 
differs in style from one culture to another. And within cultures, it may differ 
from one group to another. It elicits intense negative feelings as well as posi- 
tive ones. With that in mind, perhaps we can understand Truman’s relative 
lack of appeal to the people, compared with the strong attraction of Roose- 
velt and Eisenhower. 

Roosevelt and Eisenhower had charm. They were adept at wielding power. 
Both combined a common touch with an aura of authority and confidence 
that came rather naturally to them from the experiences that had brought 
them to the presidency. Truman wielded power effectively; far more than ei- 
ther Roosevelt or Eisenhower, he made the decisions that shaped the post— 
World War IT world. But he lacked authority. His democratic political style 
might generate transitory good feelings, but it did not elicit awe. Voters saw 
Roosevelt and Eisenhower as extraordinary men capable of world leadership. 
They saw Harry Truman as a little guy who lost his temper too easily and was 
engaged in one fight after another. Even among many of those who liked 
him, he did not inspire confidence. In the end, most of the people did not 
feel the bond he claimed in his Farewell Address. The political damage was 
heavy. Historians must acknowledge that liability, as they must also acknowl- 
edge his considerable achievements. 
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Economic Prosperity, 
Security, and Equality 


Harry Truman’s Farewell Claims and 
Presidential Achievements 





Robert M. Collins 





The presidential farewell address is not a particularly familiar or esteemed 
art form. Even politically aware citizens would be hard-pressed to call to 
mind any presidential farewell addresses save George Washington's original 
(and, perhaps, Dwight D. Eisenhower's farewell warning regarding the mod- 
ern military-industrial complex). A notably forward-looking people, Ameri- 
cans pay considerably greater attention to presidential inaugural addresses. 
We care more about where presidents tell us they are going to go in the fu- 
ture than about where they claim in retrospect to have taken us. We strive ex- 
pectantly to take the measure of our leaders at the beginning of their terms, 
but we do not particularly trust them to be their own historians as they de- 
part the presidential stage. However, it would be a mistake to dismiss out of 
hand Harry Truman’s 1953 Farewell Address. The speech illuminates the 
man, his times, and the uses and pitfalls of presidential self-assessment. 
Despite the fact that Truman devoted surprisingly little of his Farewell Ad- 
dress to his economic achievements, his remarks serve as a useful point of de- 
parture for assessing his administration’s record in economic affairs. 

The economic claims Truman advanced in his farewell speech were simple 
and few. First, he reported that “we in America have learned how to attain 
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real prosperity for our people.” Employed in record numbers, Americans in 
all walks of life had “better incomes and more of the good things of life than 
ever before in the history of the world.” Second, he observed that such 
progress had been accompanied by a high degree of institutional security: the 
bank failures of the 1920s and 1930s had literally disappeared because of fed- 
eral regulation and deposit insurance. “There hasn't been a failure of an in- 
sured bank in nearly nine years. No depositor has lost a cent in that period,” 
he reported. Third and last, he maintained that the nation had achieved the 
fairest distribution of income in recent history. 

The claims themselves tell us something about the man making them. 
They remind us of Truman’s historical-mindedness. The boasts had a clear 
historical frame of reference, running variously from the immediate past of 
the preceding decades to the larger frame of “recent [U.S.] history” to the to- 
tality of world history. They also revealed a notable analytical ability to gauge 
relative significance, to see the so-called big picture on such fundamental is- 
sues as economic prosperity, security, and equality. Finally, they bespoke a 
certain humility that we conventionally attribute (perhaps not always accu- 
rately) to Truman the man. Note the precise language of the assertions: not “I 
have” or “my administration has,” but rather the more cautious and collective 
(and undoubtedly more accurate) “we in America have.” The language is that 
of someone who realized presidents do not necessarily create the world- 
historical waves on which they ride. But the claims, however cautiously ad- 
vanced, were also demands for recognition and congratulation. Humility in 
the service of self-promotion was a familiar Truman posture. Alonzo L. 
Hamby has written insightfully of Truman’s “deep need for recognition of his 
achievements,” and that need clearly animated his final presidential address. 

Do Truman’s claims of achievement in the economic realm hold up under 
scrutiny? The overall answer is “yes,” but establishing the validity of Truman’s 
farewell claims begs the further question of whether the administration actu- 
ally contributed in unique, purposeful, and concrete ways to those achieve- 
ments or merely happened to be in power while the developments unfolded. 
Was Truman, in the terminology made famous by Sidney Hook, an “event- 
making” hero or merely an “eventful” one?? It is this latter line of inquiry that 
is absent from Truman’s Farewell Address and that distinguishes historical 
reflection from presidential assertion. 
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Regarding Truman’s declaration that over the course of his presidency the 
American people did indeed achieve “real prosperity,” the raw statistical rec- 
ord is instructive and impressive. Between the fiscal years 1946 and 1952 the 
Gross National Product grew at an average annual rate of 7.4 percent, which 
compares favorably with the historical rate of 3.4 percent for the period 
1870-1973. Year-end unemployment from 1947 to 1952 averaged 3.3 per- 
cent, which in an economy with a free labor market constituted something 
very close to full employment. Between 1946 and 1952 inflation grew at an 
average annual rate of 6.1 percent, a high rate but one that sinks to a more re- 
spectable 3.9 percent if we put aside the obviously unusual year of 1946, 
which witnessed an extraordinary burst of inflation in connection with the 
transition from a war economy to a peacetime footing. 

Perhaps the most impressive statistical measure of economic progress was 
the annual rate of productivity increase. Economists are fond of saying that 
productivity is not everything, but that it is a/most everything. The reasoning 
behind their observation is that increased productivity—in other words, in- 
creased output per worker—is the most direct way to raise a society’s stan- 
dard of living. For the six-year period 1947-1952, output per hour in the 
nonfarm business sector, a standard measure of productivity increase, grew by 
an average of 3.9 percent, which was well above the historical average of 2.3 
percent for the period 1900-1970.4 

The overall record of economic growth and stability under Truman was 
highly satisfactory, by comparison with either the historical record or the 
subsequent performance of the U.S. economy. In fact, the Truman years, es- 
pecially the period beginning in 1948 after the major dislocations of recon- 
version had been surmounted, are now commonly regarded as having ushered 
in a quarter-century-long “golden age” of U.S. economic performance that 
ran up to 1973, when stagflation brought the postwar boom to an end. 

Determining the role of federal policy in achieving the postwar prosperity 
of which Truman was justifiably proud is tricky business. The postwar boom 
was clearly driven by deep and dynamic economic forces that had little to do 
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with whoever occupied the White House. These included the huge pent-up 
demand from the war years, the additional spur of defense spending for the 
nascent Cold War (especially in the years following NSC-68 and the out- 
break of fighting in Korea), the population spurt known as the baby boom, 
the exploitation of the new frontiers of the nation’s burgeoning suburbs and 
the emergent Sunbelt, and the postwar routinization of innovation by an 
academic-military-corporate complex. In truth, these powerful engines of 
economic growth were neither summoned nor controlled by Truman or his 
aides and advisers. But the administration did contribute to the success of 
their interaction in several discernible ways. 

One crucial but sometimes overlooked contribution was the decision to 
return the economy to a peacetime footing by gradually but decisively phas- 
ing out the wartime regime of economic controls. The tasks of demobiliza- 
tion and reconversion were not easy. It is difficult to do justice to the flux of 
the immediate postwar months. The military machine that had helped win a 
world war against formidable enemies was dismantled so quickly that the 
USS. army literally lost track of who was in service and who had been hastily 
released. In 1946 the Pentagon had to resort to the highly unusual device of 
a general muster and head count—in effect, having everyone in the army 
stand in place at an appointed time on a designated date in order to deter- 
mine who was still in the service and where they were physically located. 

Truman added to the postwar welter when, within days of Japan’s surren- 
der, he announced a program of gradual yet inexorable economic decontrol. 
Liberals tended to favor the continuation of controls, conservatives their 
rapid abolition. Truman soon found himself presiding over a messy scramble 
as business, labor, and a host of material or ideological special-interest groups 
maneuvered for maximum advantage in the rapidly changing environment. 
“Sherman was wrong,” the president told the annual Gridiron Dinner in 
December 1945, only half-jokingly. “I’m telling you I find peace is hell.” To 
his mother and sister, he confided that “labor has gone crazy and manage- 
ment isn’t far from insane in selfishness.”° One result was a record year of 
labor-management strife in 1946—nearly 5,000 strikes involving 4.6 million 
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workers and costing the economy 116 million person-days of lost produc- 
tion.” 

The process of reconversion was not pretty. The issue of wage and price con- 
trols had become hopelessly entangled with the matter of labor-management 
conflict, and the combination defied the administration's best efforts. Hamby 
notes correctly that “Truman’s performance was terrible. He appeared to have 
danced around every side of the issue. He was weak, then strong, then weak 
again.”° In November 1946 voters registered their dismay at the polls by giv- 
ing the Republicans control of both houses of Congress for the first time 
since 1930; four days after the election, Truman announced the end of price 
controls, except for rent, sugar, rice, solid fuels, and some heavy consumer 
durables. 

The outcome of the battle over the continuation of wage and price con- 
trols, which the head of the Office of Price Administration, Chester Bowles, 
had labeled “the battle of the century,” quickly came to seem to have been 
predetermined. But the recent scholarship of Lizabeth Cohen argues that the 
battle over controls could have gone either way: “Whatever reconversion 
came to mean,” she suggests, “it was in no way an inevitability.” The struggle 
over controls was in fact a struggle between competing visions of how best to 
organize the peacetime political economy. A vigorous liberal coalition of 
consumer advocates, housewives, veterans, African American activists, and 
organized labor fought hard for the continuation of controls and, Cohen 
maintains, nearly won.” 

Truman’s initial inclination in 1945 to gradually phase out controls and his 
ultimate decision to abolish them in 1946, no matter how wavering or wob- 
bly his performance in between, represented a significant contribution to the 
economic prosperity that followed. One particularly astute student of the 
history of wage and price controls in the United States, Hugh Rockoff, has 
concluded that controls did indeed work effectively during World War IJ, 
but he adds: “Such regimentation was appropriate in the war... . But when 
the termination of the war ended the balance of costs and benefits swung 
against controls, and they were removed. Sometimes democracies (despite 
their critics) make the right decisions and I believe we did so during and after 
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the war with respect to controls.” Controls were “a wasting asset,” Rockoff 
claimed, and to perpetuate them would only have resulted in a nettlesome, 
bureaucratic regimentation; reduced economic efficiency; and heightened so- 
cial acrimony.!° With wage and price controls dead and the most disruptive 
readjustments over, the wartime command economy gave way to the peace- 
time, consumer-oriented, market economy that did indeed achieve the note- 
worthy prosperity of which Truman boasted in his farewell. That transition 
was imperative for sustained, and sustainable, prosperity, and it was neither 
automatic nor predestined. 

A second direct contribution to postwar prosperity came through the ad- 
ministration’s tentative embrace of modern, or Keynesian, macroeconomics. 
Truman was no economic theorist, and his approach to taxing and spending 
policy reflected his own business and governmental experience rather than 
the direct influence of John Maynard Keynes’s ideas. Truman believed, as a 
general rule, that a balanced budget was both a practical expedient and a 
moral imperative. “There is nothing sacred about the pay-as-you-go idea so 
far as I am concerned,” he wrote in his memoirs, “except it represents the 
soundest principle of financing that I know.” But he also recognized that fis- 
cal decisions had broader implications. “Government programs,” he said in 
his first budget message, “are of such importance in the development of pro- 
duction and employment opportunities ... that it has become essential to 
formulate and consider the federal budget in light of the nation’s budget as a 
whole.”!! 

In that light, Truman in September 1945 called for a limited tax reduction 
in order to bolster consumer demand and forestall the postwar decline that 
some forecasters feared would come with the return of peace. When the fears 
of an immediate return to depression proved groundless and an inflationary 
boom ensued, Truman advocated running a budget surplus not only on 
bookkeeping grounds but also as a way to moderate the economy’s inflation- 
ary surge. Twice in 1947 he vetoed Republican-sponsored tax cuts on the 
grounds that they were inequitable and inflationary—“the wrong tax reduc- 
tion at the wrong time.”!* When the economy dipped into the first postwar 
recession from November 1948 to October 1949, the administration adopted 
a cautious, passive, countercyclical approach, accepting the resultant deficit 
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rather than hiking taxes to eliminate it. With the advent of war in Korea in 
the summer of 1950, inflation returned as the foremost macroeconomic 
problem, and the administration raised taxes several times to reduce the in- 
flationary pressure. Its action on the fiscal front, together with the imposition 
of emergency wartime wage and price controls, managed to stabilize the 
economy at acceptable levels in the last years of the Truman presidency. In all 
these varied instances, despite occasional ambiguity, political backsliding, 
and failures in timing, the administration’s eclectic but modern fiscal ap- 
proach had a generally salutary impact on the nation’s economic perfor- 
mance. As one of Truman’s key economic advisers later put it, “The 
ultimate test of his policies was that they worked.”4 

The Truman administration also contributed (albeit in a less direct way) to 
the achievement of sustained prosperity by helping to create institutions of 
economic policy making, notably the Council of Economic Advisers (CEA) 
and the so-called Monetary Accord of 1951, that would exert a powerful in- 
fluence on the direction of the U.S. economy for decades. The CEA emerged 
out of the concerns over full employment at the end of the war. Liberals ini- 
tially proposed legislation that would have made the federal government the 
employer of last resort if the private sector proved unable to generate full em- 
ployment. Their full employment bill of 1945 was not a presidential initia- 
tive, but Truman, in the words of one biographer, “took the bill seriously, 
spoke out vigorously for it, and personally lobbied key legislators.” The Em- 
ployment Act of 1946 as finally passed by Congress was much more conser- 
vative than the earlier version Truman had championed, but he signed the 
measure into law and tried to take some political credit for what he charac- 
terized as its “commitment to take any and all measures necessary for a 
healthy economy.” 

The Employment Act of 1946 established a three-person Council of Eco- 
nomic Advisers to provide the president with first-rate, professional eco- 
nomic advice on a regular basis. There were some problems early on, as 
Truman struggled to get a personally and politically congenial council mem- 
bership in place and as the CEA itself sought to establish just what its advi- 
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sory role should entail. The council came fully into its own in 1949 with the 
appointment of Leon H. Keyserling as chairman, and thereafter it enjoyed 
both a greater unity and a closer working relationship with the White House. 
The council was an innovation whose impact was felt in both the short term 
and the long. Its advice contributed—undoubtedly, but to an extent impossi- 
ble to measure precisely—to the economic well-being Truman trumpeted as 
he departed Washington. And in the years that followed, at least into the 
1980s, the council exerted a significant influence on the making of national 
economic policy. 

The Monetary Accord of 1951 constituted the administration’s second 
great institutional innovation, but it was one that emerged despite, rather 
than because of, the president. Although ostensibly independent, the Federal 
Reserve had since 1941 been committed, as a matter of policy but not law, to 
supporting the price of government securities at predetermined levels in 
order to ease the federal government’s debt burden. The arrangement guar- 
anteed that the Treasury would be able to borrow the huge amounts needed 
to prosecute a world war at low interest rates, but it also left the Fed unable 
to use monetary policy to curb inflation. After the war the Fed increasingly 
chafed under that limitation. 

Truman stood foursquare behind the easy-money policy. In this as in other 
matters, as Keyserling later observed, “the President’s policies were shaped by 
experiences and conditions which entered into the very fiber of his being 
long before he got to the White House.” Truman had grown up idolizing 
that champion of easy money, William Jennings Bryan. He remembered as a 
scandalous breach of faith the decline in government bond prices that fol- 
lowed World War I. And he remained convinced that his well-known busi- 
ness fling as a Kansas City haberdasher had been brought low by tight money 
policies. At a Federal Reserve dinner in 1950, Truman again made clear his 
position by telling the assembled central bankers: “Now gentlemen, you rep- 
resent the greatest financial institution in the history of the world, except the 
Treasury of the United States.”! 

The outbreak of fighting in Korea brought the lingering dispute to a final 
head, underscoring anew the Treasury’s need to finance large deficits at low 
interest and the Fed’s need to avail itself of a flexible monetary policy (that is, 
varying interest rates for different economic situations) in order to combat 
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the inflationary pressures war was certain to generate. Finally, after much 
wrangling, the contending parties in early March 1951 announced: “The 
Treasury and the Federal Reserve System have reached full accord with re- 
spect to debt-management and monetary policies to be pursued in furthering 
their common purpose to assure the successful financing of the Govern- 
ment’s requirements and, at the same time, to minimize monetization of the 
public debt.”!” The agreement meant that monetary policy was once again 
available as a tool, alongside fiscal policy, for achieving economic stability. 
And it initiated the rise over the next half-century of the Federal Reserve as 
the nation’s primary agent of macroeconomic oversight. In the case of the ac- 
cord, Truman and his administration managed, ironically, to leave a lasting 
and overwhelmingly positive institutional legacy for economic policy making 
despite themselves and their best efforts to the contrary. 

A final indirect contribution by the administration to the achievement of 
a genuine postwar prosperity came in the realm of ideas. At Keyserling’s urg- 
ing, the Council of Economic Advisers developed a new, focused, self-con- 
scious, and single-minded emphasis on economic growth as the overriding 
(but still not sole) national economic goal. Keyserling correctly believed the 
growth orientation to be a significant departure from what he viewed as 
Keynes’s “really . . . static economics.” The council distinguished its growth 
policy from a compensatory approach, which focused on merely achieving 
stability by cushioning deflationary declines and damping inflationary booms, 
without particular heed to whether the level of economic activity thus stabi- 
lized was itself wholly satisfactory. Soon Truman himself was adopting 
Keyserling’s approach, telling a Kansas City audience in the fall of 1949 that 
the United States could achieve a three-hundred-billion-dollar economy and 
double the income of a typical family. “This is not a pipe dream. It can be 
done. But it can't happen by itself. And it can’t happen if we have a lot of 
‘pull-backs’ at the helm of government.”!® 

Keyserling’s ideas had a strong influence on Truman, despite the presi- 
dent’s occasional backsliding into concern for balancing the budget. As Hamby 
notes, Keyserling’s emphasis on growth was “consciously and enthusiastically 
accepted by Truman. . . [and] provided a general indication of where the pres- 
ident would take the economy: toward government-stimulated and -managed 
economic expansion, providing maximum employment and generating bene- 
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fits for all groups in American society.”!? Indeed, the ideas developed by 
Keyserling and his colleagues constituted the essential core of a growthman- 
ship that would color U.S. economic policy making down to the end of the 
twentieth century. 

“We in America have learned how to attain real prosperity for our people,” 
Truman told his audience at his leave-taking on January 15, 1953. But 
Truman and his administration did not cause the economic success he ap- 
plauded. The economic well-being of the Truman years resulted not from 
public-sector undertakings but primarily from the dynamism of the market 
economy itself and from the deep-running economic and demographic 
forces propelling it forward. Still, Truman was more than a passive historical 
bystander at a particularly yeasty time. He and his administration con- 
tributed in concrete ways, both direct and indirect, to the prosperity of the 
day. Sometimes, as in the case of the Monetary Accord, success came in spite 
of the president’s efforts. Almost always the path was more convoluted and 
uneven than Truman’s brief remarks in his farewell suggested. But, granting 
these qualifications, he did indeed deserve to be recognized for helping to 
achieve the “real prosperity” of which he spoke. 

Truman’s second claim regarding the economy in his Farewell Address 
concerned the much narrower matter of bank failures. From a remove of 
more than half a century, Truman’s focus on bank losses, in a speech that de- 
voted only five sentences to economic affairs, seems a curious allocation of 
attention. Perhaps his own less than happy or successful adventures in bank- 
ing with the Citizens Security Bank and the Community Savings and Loan 
back home in Missouri in the 1920s left him unusually sensitive to the insti- 
tutional instability that had plagued American banking in the decades prior 
to the New Deal’s regulation of the financial services sector.”? But that possi- 
ble personal dimension notwithstanding, Truman spoke for the large number 
of Americans who had been scarred by the fear, rumors, and reality of bank 
failures in the 1920s and 1930s. The popularity of Frank Capra’s 1946 movie 
It’s a Wonderful Life—the plot of which revolves around the fragility of George 
Bailey’s beleaguered Bedford Falls savings and loan—testified to the contin- 
ued resonance of such fears in the immediate postwar period. 

On the matter of bank failures, Truman’s claim was essentially correct, but 
it oversimplified reality somewhat. Truman overstated when he claimed that 
there had been no failures of insured banks during his presidency. Figures 
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issued by the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation in 1957 indicate that 
during the period 1945-1952 twenty-four banks insured by the FDIC were 
closed because of financial difficulties.21 But Truman’s larger point stands: 
because of the protection afforded by federal deposit insurance, depositors 
suffered no losses in those years, even in the few cases where banks did fail. 
(Also at work was the fact that wartime pressures had compelled banks to 
load up on government securities, leaving banks in the immediate postwar 
period with very conservative, and generally strong and safe, portfolios.) 
This new institutional stability provided meaningful security for a vast num- 
ber of American savers. 

What is open to question is how much historical credit Truman could 
rightfully claim for the positive outcomes of policy initiatives—stricter bank- 
ing regulation and, most specifically, federal deposit insurance—that dated 
back to the early New Deal. One cannot help but wonder whether Truman 
was attaching his record to that of his predecessor in this fashion out of cal- 
culation or simply because of his own internalized sense of liberal New 
Deal-Fair Deal continuity. Regardless, the achievement of which Truman 
boasted was real; but it was hardly one for which he could in any reasonable 
way claim historical, as opposed to political, credit. 

What, finally, of Truman’s assertion that “the income of our people has 
been fairly distributed, perhaps more so than at any other time in recent his- 
tory”? Here, again, the statistics are clear and compelling, and they illuminate 
the matter of fairness from a number of different angles. Economists esti- 
mate that the U.S. poverty rate dropped from 60.6 percent in 1940 to 27.1 
percent in 1945, then rose back to 32 percent in 1947 and stood at 29.3 per- 
cent in 1952. Gauging fairness from another direction, scholars have ob- 
served that the distribution of U.S. household income became distinctly 
fairer over the decade of the 1940s and into the early 1950s. Using a standard 
measure of inequality—the Gini coefficient (named for the Italian statisti- 
cian Corrado Gini), which establishes a scale running from perfect equality 
at 0 to perfect inequality at 1.0—the inequality of household income dropped 
from 0.531 in 1940 to 0.447 in 1945 and 0.415 in 1952.8 
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The leveling of household income occurred in part because Americans ex- 
perienced what economic historians have labeled “the Great Compression,” 
an extraordinary period of wage compression that occurred chiefly in the 
1940s and produced a wage structure more equal than the nation had wit- 
nessed previously in the twentieth century or has seen since. In the most so- 
phisticated study of the Great Compression phenomenon to date, Claudia 
Goldin and Robert A. Margo use census data to estimate that the wage 
spread between wage earners at the ninetieth percentile (near the top of the 
economic ladder) and those at the tenth percentile (near the bottom) de- 
creased by 35.4 percent between 1940 and 1950. Their findings corroborate 
the earlier work of Simon Kuznets, who used income tax data to establish 
that the share of income received by the top 5 percent of taxpayers declined 
from roughly 30 percent in the 1920s to just below 20 percent in 1946, also a 
drop of approximately a third.?4 Thus, a variety of statistical measures are in 
agreement that the United States was indeed a more equal society at the end 
of Truman’s tenure than it had been before, even as recently as 1940. 

The matter of growing economic equality was more complicated than 
Truman’s farewell assertion suggested, however, as a closer analysis of the 
Great Compression in wages discloses.*? The narrowing of the U.S. wage 
structure in the 1940s resulted from multiple causes. Primary among those 
causes were a burgeoning wartime demand for less-skilled labor in mass- 
production industries that continued into the postwar years and a relative 
oversupply of educated workers that was exacerbated by the postwar impact 
of the GI Bill. The strength and numbers of organized labor, which reached 
new peaks in the mid-1940s, almost certainly worked to compress the na- 
tion’s wage structure. Government action played a significant role as well, 
chiefly in the decisions of the powerful National War Labor Board during 
World War I, which tended clearly to favor wage hikes for those at the lower 
end of the wage distribution. The further raising of the national minimum 
wage and continued high tax rates during the Truman years likely contrib- 
uted to wage compression at the margin.”° Nevertheless, two key facts stand 
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out: first, among the multiple causes of the greater economic equality of the 
‘Truman years were few for which the administration could itself fairly claim 
credit; and, second, much—indeed the bulk—of the positive change in 
equality had already taken place before Truman entered the White House. 
Again, Truman’s claim was correct, but it was oversimplified in ways that ex- 
aggerated his role in making the positive outcome happen. 

There was thus a pattern in the five sentences of Truman’s Farewell Ad- 
dress devoted to economic affairs. Truman saw large matters clearly. He 
made only three claims, and they were big ones. And in each he was essen- 
tially correct—the developments he pointed to were real, and they were pos- 
itive. But in each instance he oversimplified the story, in ways that suggested 
greater personal credit for his leadership than was his due. To be fair, it was 
simple human nature to do so; part of Truman’s continuing appeal is that he 
seems to have been more human than most political leaders (or than most 
people in an increasingly bureaucratized world, for that matter), and we find 
in that quality the source of both his virtues and his foibles. He was un- 
doubtedly goaded by the occasion of the Farewell Address and the opportu- 
nity it afforded finally to offer a corrective to the harsh criticism that had 
overtaken his leadership. Perhaps the effective leader’s tendency to simplify 
for political advantage and the historian’s need for careful qualification and 
analytical hairsplitting are inevitably in conflict. In any event, Harry Tru- 
man’s Farewell Address is an instructive, but not conclusive, guide to a piv- 
otal presidency. We neglect it at our peril, not so much because it settles 
issues as because it opens them up. That is probably all we can rightfully ask 
of a first draft of history, even—or especially—one written by a president. 
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Clutching at Civil Rights Straws 


A Reappraisal of the Truman Years and the 
Struggle for African American Citizenship 





Carol Anderson 





Cowardice asks the question, Is it safe? Expediency asks the question, Is 
it politic? Vanity asks the question, Is it popular? But conscience asks the 
question, Is it right? And there comes a time when one must take a posi- 
tion that is neither safe, nor politic, nor popular, but he must take it be- 
cause his conscience tells him that it is right. 

—Martin Luther King Jr. 


In many ways President Truman’s record on civil rights, in an era of en- 
trenched Jim Crow and lynching, is impressive. Entire books have been ded- 
icated to understanding how a man who emerged from rural roots, in a 
former slaveholding state, with cities blackened by redlining and educational 
institutions left ignorant by racial segregation, could have deigned to deseg- 
regate the military, ordered the integration of the federal bureaucracy, and 
commanded his Justice Department to support a series of lawsuits designed 
to break Jim Crow. Truman’s stature is enhanced further when he is com- 
pared to his predecessor, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, whose dubious civil 
rights record left a trail of racial debris strewn from Claude Neal’s branded, 
dismembered body to the internment camps of Manzanar. Truman becomes 
even more impressive when placed next to his Republican successor, Dwight 
D. Eisenhower, who “personally wished that the Court had upheld Plessy v. 
Ferguson” and reputedly said that the “biggest damn fool mistake” he had 
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ever made was “the appointment of that dumb son of a bitch Earl Warren” as 
chief justice. Is it any wonder that Truman has emerged in a pantheon occu- 
pied by only Abraham Lincoln and maybe Lyndon Johnson?! 

Yet, is the racially checkered history of Missouri, FDR, and Eisenhower 
really the appropriate baseline to use when assessing presidential commit- 
ment to safeguarding and protecting the constitutional rights of American 
citizens? What happens if the standard is set at a higher and more relevant 
level, such as ensuring the protection of constitutional rights and liberties for 
all American citizens, even those still bearing the scars of centuries of en- 
slavement and more than fifty years of Jim Crow? That is to say, what hap- 
pens if Truman’s courage in the face of southern opposition is viewed, not in 
terms of the Dixiecrats’ power, but in terms of the federal government wield- 
ing its power—the power it was so willing to use in Greece and Turkey—to 
ensure that the rights of American citizens, even those in Mississippi and 
South Carolina, were also protected? This fundamental assertion about the 
federal government’s political, legal, and moral obligation to protect the civil 
rights of African Americans is not revolutionary or new. There had already 
been a long-standing belief among civil rights proponents, stretching back to 
antebellum days, that “African Americans had rights as national citizens, 
whether their states recognized them as state citizens or not.”? 
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Of course, by the time Truman had assumed the presidency in April 1945, 
World War II had already transformed this long-standing belief into a fire- 
storm of discontent within the African American community. Author Pearl 
S. Buck warned, “The deep patience of colored peoples is at an end. Every- 
where among them there is the same resolve for freedom and equality that 
white Americans .. . have, but it is a grimmer resolve, for it includes the de- 
termination to be rid of white rule and exploitation and white race prejudice, 
and nothing will weaken this will.” Buck had only articulated what Philleo 
Nash, an administrator in the Office of War Information and soon to be mi- 
nority affairs expert in the Truman White House, reported. “Negroes,” he 
warned, “are in a militant and demanding mood.” 

Black Americans, already hardened by the false promises of World War I, 
were not going to be denied. Not this time. They were determined that the 
Second World War, unlike the First, would result in the total destruction of 
Jim Crow and the second- and third-class citizenship that came with it. 
They were determined that, after hundreds of years in the United States, 
they would finally gain their rightful place as American citizens. They had 
more than met the “obligation” requirements of citizenship by, at minimum, 
their service in the military and in the national defense industries. They had 
also clearly met the “being born on American soil” requirement. Indeed, they 
could trace their lineage in the United States back much further than could 
many of the whites who were now receiving the enormous windfall of eco- 
nomic and political rights that the nation had to offer its citizens after World 
War II. Thus, African Americans’ concept of citizenship was not some the- 
oretical, philosophical, epistemological exercise. Even “[p]eople unversed in 
legal complexity,” historian Linda Kerber noted, “understand that they are 
entitled to free speech, to a right against self-incrimination, to religious 
freedom, to a jury trial, to the vote.” Civil rights advocate Harry T. Moore, 
who would eventually be killed by the Klan, was even more explicit: “We 
seek merely the fundamental rights of American citizenship, equality of 
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opportunities, equal protection of the law, justice in the courts, and free par- 
ticipation in the affairs of our government.” For black America, these civil 
rights were essential to the struggle. They were “the attributes of ‘citizens’, 
and particularly citizens of the modern state.” Most important, as Kerber 
astutely observed, “‘Citizen’ is an equalizing word.” And African Americans 
were determined to be equal.* 

Coming out of World War II, however, black America was anything but 
equal. A series of lynchings, each seemingly more graphic and gruesome than 
the one before, bathed the United States in blood. Housing shortages, exac- 
erbated by the mass migration of African Americans into the urban areas, 
piled one black body on top of the other in tightly segregated, geographically 
constrained, and decaying inner cities. And then there was the South, where 
nearly 75 percent of all black Americans still lived but only a small number 
could even dare to vote. 

Truman and his administrative team grasped, and even acknowledged, 
that there was a problem, a very serious problem. The president said that “we 
have only recently completed a long and bitter war against intolerance and 
hatred. ... Yet, in this country today,” he lamented, “there exists disturbing 
evidence of intolerance and prejudice similar in kind, though perhaps not in 
degree, to that against which we fought the war.” Truman further confessed 
to former first lady Eleanor Roosevelt that the virulent racism coursing 
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through the United States reminded him, in so many unsettling ways, of Nazi 
Germany.® He was not alone. 

African Americans had earlier made that connection. They looked at 
Hitler’s Germany and saw something distinctly, painfully familiar. In 1941, 
after reviewing a series of Nazi edicts on such issues as the sterilization of 
mulatto babies (the so-called Rhineland bastards) and the application of the 
discriminatory Nuremberg Laws to Germany’s black population, Pittsburgh 
Courier journalist George Schuyler remarked that “what struck me. . . was 
that the Nazi plan for Negroes approximates so closely what seems to be the 
American plan for Negroes.” Although the Richmond Times-Dispatch re- 
torted that Schuyler’s comparison was “‘dangerously misleading’ and ‘absurd,’ ” 
there was nothing misleading or absurd about the charge. As historians 
Johnpeter Horst Grill and Robert L. Jenkins observed, “An article in the SS 
Leithefte, the official SS indoctrination journal, noted that southern racial 
laws were similar to the ‘progressive’ racial legislation of the Third Reich.” 
Thus, Roy Wilkins, assistant secretary of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), wrote in a nationally published 
editorial that “the South approaches more nearly than any other section of 
the United States the Nazi idea of government by a ‘master race’ without in- 
terference from any democratic process.” Wilkins further believed that “the 
major difference between the racism of the two countries was that the na- 
tional government of the United States did not use its machinery against 
blacks, it was merely indifferent toward their fate.”” 

With Truman now at the helm, however, that was supposed to change. 
The president stood before the NAACP at its 1947 annual convention and 
asserted that the United States had “reached a turning point” in guaranteeing 
the constitutional rights of “freedom and equality to all its citizens.” The im- 
petus for this change was clear. Nazi tyranny followed by the rapid onset of 
the Cold War and Soviet totalitarianism had made it “more important today 
than ever before to insure that all Americans enjoy these rights. And,” Tru- 
man emphasized, “when I say all Americans—I mean all Americans.” Tru- 
man then insisted that the “extension of civil rights today means, not [only] 
the protection of the people against the Government, but protection of the 
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people Jy the government. We must,” he concluded, “make the Federal Gov- 
ernment a friendly, vigilant defender of the rights and equalities of all Amer- 
icans. And again I mean all Americans.” He reaffirmed that commitment 
when he told the graduates at Howard University’s commencement, “The 
full force and power of the federal government must stand behind the pro- 
tection of rights guaranteed by our federal constitution.”® 

This would be no small feat. The federal government was, at its best, a dis- 
interested bystander in the systematic denial of African Americans’ constitu- 
tional rights. Unfortunately, in far too many instances, it was also a willing 
accomplice. To compound the problem, the arm of government that seemed 
the most likely candidate to become the “vigilant defender” that Truman envi- 
sioned, the Civil Rights Section of the Department of Justice, was structurally, 
philosophically, and, to some degree, legally ill-equipped to take on the job. 

By 1950, the Civil Rights Section had “only six attorneys,” which was the 
same staffing level it had “at its inception” a decade earlier. Yet these same six 
“received between 12,000 and 13,000 complaints” in 1950 alone and could 
easily expect up to 20,000 allegations of civil rights violations in any year. 
Moreover, the section had no independent investigative wing and, therefore, 
relied on the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) to determine the veracity 
of the facts alleged in the complaints. The FBI, however, was the wrong 
agency, at the wrong time, at the wrong place, for the wrong job. Its director, 
J. Edgar Hoover, had an intense disdain for civil rights and blacks, and that 
antipathy shaped the culture and operating code of the bureau for decades. In 
addition, because the bureau “in most other aspects of its work . . . cooper- 
ated closely with local officials and was unwilling to alienate them,” the FBI’s 
investigations were often perfunctory and superficial, especially if the sheriff 
or police were named in the complaint. Finally, because much of the investi- 
gation “had to take place within the Negro community... the nearly all 
white FBI” had neither “a good rapport with the Southern black man” nor 
the necessary “training or experience in conducting” civil rights investiga- 
tions to be effective. Indeed, in the late 1940s, the FBI “had only three black 
agents,” none of whom were really G-Men, and as late as 1962 there were 
only ten black special agents out of 6,030. Of the three “agents” in the late 
1940s, one was actually Hoover’s chauffeur, another was just an office fixture, 
and the third was a “68 year-old veteran of the Marcus Garvey case.” 
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Adding to the section’s structural weakness was its dependence on the ap- 
paratus of U.S. attorneys to prosecute cases. Because these lawyers, although 
officially tied to the Department of Justice, were political appointees chosen 
from the local areas, they often carried the value system of their commu- 
nity—even if that community was in defiance of the Constitution. Therefore, 
even when the section could build the type of airtight case that had become 
its standard for prosecution, the U.S. attorneys would, on far too many occa- 
sions, refuse to prosecute. As a result, during Truman’s administration, of 
more than 13,000 complaints received annually, the Civil Rights Section 
only moved forward on an average of twenty per year.1° 

The section’s efficacy was further undermined both by the limits of its 
statutory authority to protect civil rights and by its decidedly narrow inter- 
pretation of that authority. The first part of the problem was that only two 
statutes, created during Reconstruction, survived a series of Supreme Court 
decisions in the late nineteenth century. Those court decisions effectively 
gutted most of the laws Congress had passed to ensure political equality for 
the freedmen. One surviving statute, section 51, made “it a crime for two or 
more persons to conspire to ‘injure, oppress, threaten, or intimidate any citi- 
zen in the free exercise or enjoyment of any right or privilege secured to him 
by the Constitution or laws of the United States.’” The other, section 52, 
made “it a crime for anyone, acting under color of law, willfully to subject any 
inhabitant to a deprivation of ‘any rights, privileges, or immunities’ secured 
or protected by the Constitution or laws of the United States or to different 
punishment, pains or penalties than are prescribed for the punishment of cit- 
izens.” Section 51 was clearly aimed at a conspiracy to deprive citizens of their 
constitutional rights, and section 52 went after public officials, such as sher- 
iffs and law enforcement officers, who violated the dictates of due process, 
equal protection, and other rights that all citizens enjoy. The Civil Rights 
Section staff, however, looked at these two statutes and saw only “‘slender 
reeds upon which to lean’ in the enforcement program.” Those “slender reeds” 
were whittled down further when, in June 1948, sections 51 and 52 were re- 
placed by sections 241 and 242. The point of tweaking the civil rights statutes, 
unfortunately, was not to strengthen these laws but to make them more 
palatable and acceptable to the South. Thus, one of the “improvements” actu- 
ally eliminated the clause that forbade anyone convicted of conspiracy from 
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holding public office. Attorney General Tom Clark, therefore, further rein- 
forced the staff’s sense of ineffectiveness when he insisted that the federal 
government’s ability to protect the rights of African Americans “hung on ‘a 
very thin thread of law.’ ” One attorney in the section went on to explain why 
the results were so limited during the Truman years. We only had these “two 
small statutes to work with,” she said, and because it was not clear which 
rights were protected under the Constitution anyway, the staff determined 
that the best way to proceed was with “caution and restraint.” To do other- 
wise could have triggered a Supreme Court decision that would have emas- 
culated the civil rights statutes entirely. “|W ]e knew we would destroy the 
whole thing if we didn’t practice caution,” she explained. Unpersuaded and, 
frankly, outraged, Walter White, secretary of the NAACP, did not see cau- 
tion and restraint in the Civil Rights Section’s actions; he saw downright 
timidity. He railed that instead of using the authority it did possess, the “fed- 
eral machinery for justice” demonstrated an uncanny ability to just “collapse” 
in the face of southern opposition." 

Nowhere was this opposition more consistent, more insistent, and more in 
direct violation of not only the Constitution but also the civil rights statutes 
and the Supreme Court’s Yarbrough and Smith v. Allright decisions than in 
the denial to African Americans of the right to vote. Beginning in the 1890s, 
the South had erected a series of barriers that essentially blocked all but a rel- 
ative handful of African Americans from voting. The extrication of black 
Americans from the voting process was designed to abrogate their citizen- 
ship and reassert legalized white supremacy.!? It was more than effective. 

A lethal combination of poll taxes, election-day terrorism, white pri- 
maries, literacy tests, and “understanding” clauses had done their damage. The 
understanding clause, for example, permitted an often uneducated election 
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official to reject potential African American voters because they could not in- 
terpret the state constitution to the registrar’s satisfaction or answer a ques- 
tion such as “How many bubbles are there in a bar of soap?” Then there was 
the poll tax. States such as Mississippi and South Carolina had applied this 
financial screw so effectively that voter turnout rates there were nearly 50 
percent de/ow the national average in both the 1944 and 1948 presidential 
elections.’ 

The use of sheer terror was, of course, not out of the question either. The 
“South’s white supremacists,” historian Glenn Feldman noted, “were not 
about to surrender the region without a fierce struggle.” Alabama, for exam- 
ple, had already passed the Boswell Amendment, a master compendium of 
understanding clauses and disfranchisement tools, but for white Alabamians 
it was still not enough. “Postwar Alabama was... tense,” Feldman wrote. 
“Klan violence was part and parcel of a situation in which black assertiveness 
[and] voting registration efforts . . . clashed with determined white reaction.” 
One elderly southern man thus “greeted news of the [resurgence of the] Klan 
by saying “This will teach the niggers to stay put in their place. If they don't 
we'll stack ’em up like cordwood.’ ”!4 That was no idle threat. 

Georgia’s gubernatorial candidate, Eugene Talmadge, for example, “cam- 
paigned largely on the issue of ‘keep the niggers where they belong.’ ” He in- 
sisted that “if the good white people will explain it to the negroes around the 
state just right I don’t think they will want to vote.” Talmadge’s clarion call, as 
intended, was deadly and resulted in at least five black corpses within a 
month.!° 

The most vociferous advocate of violence was, without a doubt, however, 
Mississippi senator Theodore Bilbo. He railed about “niggers... having 
meetings all over the State.” And he was apoplectic when he learned that 
Jackson police had broken into one of those gatherings and found “Northern 
niggers teaching them [black Mississippians] how to register and how to 
vote.” Outraged, the U.S. senator stood before his “Anglo-Saxon” throng and 
invoked the god of white supremacy in a call to arms: “I call on every red- 
blooded white man to use amy means to keep the niggers away from the polls. 
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If you don’t understand what that means you're just plain dumb. . . . I’m call- 
ing on every red-blooded American who believes in the superiority and in- 
tegrity of the white race to get out and see that no nigger votes... . And the 
best time to do it is the night before.”'© Bilbo then menacingly directed, “If any 
nigger tries to vote, use the tar and feathers and don’t forget the matches.” 
Not surprisingly, the “reign of terror” soon began, punctuated with beatings, 
floggings, economic extortion, and intimidation.” 

As a result of this cocktail of barely legal and extralegal disfranchisement, 
in 1944 there were no blacks registered as Democrats in the entire state of 
Florida. In Bilbo’s Mississippi of 1946, where nearly half the population was 
black, the percentage of voting-age African Americans who actually went to 
the polls was barely .001. Mississippi was so bad and the problem had been 
allowed to fester for so long that the state “permitted fewer blacks to vote for 
Lyndon Baines Johnson in 1964 than had been eligible to vote for William 
McKinley in 1896.” Given the unrelenting violence and “perils of democ- 
racy” faced by blacks determined to vote, one civil rights worker could only 
describe America’s Mississippi as “the land of the tree and home of the 
grave.”18 

When confronted with this vicious denial of constitutional rights and a 
stakehold in American citizenship, “the Negro could look only to Wash- 
ington, where,” unfortunately, “he found little help before 1965.” In the late 
1940s and early 1950s, the Civil Rights Section continually ran for cover be- 
hind the rationale that the Department of Justice had little or no statutory 
authority to intervene. Department officials insisted, “Under present laws, . . . 
the Justice Department cannot prosecute until a voter has been denied the 
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right to vote on Election Day. It cannot take civil action in advance against 
individual acts or conspiracies to deprive citizens of their voting rights.” 
Thus, Bilbo’s plan to keep blacks away from the polls the night defore found 
more than sufficient legal cover in the Justice Department’s interpretation of 
the law. This formula for inaction was tailor-made for ignoring reprisals— 
after the election—as well. Therefore, when a black man who had just voted 
had to flee the state of Florida and go into hiding after whites firebombed his 
home, the Justice Department held firm that “an investigation of this com- 
plaint has failed to disclose ... any connection between this explosion and 
the attempted intimidation of the Negroes who voted” and, as a conse- 
quence, “no further action would be taken.”! 

As one scholar noted, African Americans’ “only hope” to assert their fran- 
chise rights “lay in federal intervention, and for over eighty years the federal 
government had failed to act.” This was despite the fact that President 
Truman had identified the protection of the vote against “organized terror- 
ism” and “mob violence” as absolutely essential for a working democracy. This 
was also despite the fact that the President’s Committee on Civil Rights 
(PCCR) asserted in its landmark report, To Secure These Rights, that “inter- 
ference with the right of a qualified citizen to vote locally cannot today re- 
main a local problem. ... Can it be doubted that this is a right which the 
national government must make secure?” Yet, despite all this concern, which 
was buttressed by a recommendation from the PCCR that the Civil Rights 
Section be strengthened to meet its responsibilities, nothing of significance 
was done. As historian Richard Kluger noted, “Aside from pursuing an occa- 
sional voting-irregularity case or investigating a report of brutality at a fed- 
eral prison, the civil-rights unit at the Justice Department was still pretty 
much the Tinker Toy it had been when Frank Murphy set it up in 1940.” 
Thus, more than a decade after the section’s founding, and several years after 
the PCCR’s recommendations, law professor James Washington noticed 
that, despite the continuing disfranchisement of black Americans, “strangely 
missing from the reports on the activities of the Section are cases involving 
the use of the civil rights statutes to protect the Negro from interferences 
with his right to vote.””° 
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The Civil Rights Section’s studied inaction certainly undercut Truman’s 
call to make the federal government a “vigilant defender” of the Constitu- 
tion. Yet, when it came to the critical issue of housing and home ownership, 
the federal government threw off its sackcloth of timidity and impotence and 
became a strong, vigilant defender—of racial segregation, discrimination, 
and the creation of black, impoverished, resource-deprived slums. 

During the Great Depression, when the private mortgage industry was 
on the verge of collapse because of the banking crisis, the federal govern- 
ment, under the New Deal, stepped in and created an agency to throw 
Washington’s power and financial resources behind a plan to increase home 
ownership for Americans. In 1937, this agency was supplanted by the 
Federal Housing Administration (FHA), whose “mortgage insurance elim- 
inated the lending institution’s risk in providing mortgage financing for 
properties meeting FHA standards.” This allowed for lower downpayments, 
longer loan periods, and, thus, much more affordable monthly payments. 
“Within a year of its creation, FHA was insuring 40 percent of new home 
mortgages. Home building had doubled and mortgage costs were at an all- 
time low.”?! 

There was a horrible downside to this success story, however. The FHA 
was “staffed by ‘the very financial and real estate interests and institutions 
which led the campaign to spread racial covenants and residential segrega- 
tion’ ” and their professional code of conduct was explicit in demanding the 
perpetuation of racially segregated neighborhoods: “A Realtor should never 
be instrumental in introducing into a neighborhood a character of property 
or occupancy, members of any race or nationality, or any individuals whose 
presence will clearly be detrimental to property values in that neighborhood.” 
Thus, racial segregation and the undesirability of black people was the guid- 
ing principle of the FHA through, at least, the 1960s. In its 1939 Under- 
writing Manual, for example, the agency asserted that “if a neighborhood is 
to retain stability, it is necessary that properties shall continue to be occupied 
by the same social and racial classes.” It was essential, the FHA continued, to 
not insert “inharmonious racial or nationality groups” into a community. Not 
surprisingly, then, “‘Incompatible racial elements’ was officially listed as a 
valid reason for rejecting a mortgage.”?? 
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This racialized vision of home ownership dictated the FHA’s adoption of 
a four-tiered, color-coded rating system for neighborhoods, which made it 
clear where and under what circumstances lending institutions could expect 
to have their loans underwritten by the federal government. For example, 
those neighborhoods that had a majority of African American residents were 
automatically coded “red” and strictly off-limits to FHA loans. Neighbor- 
hoods that abutted predominantly African American areas and appeared “in 
danger” of becoming black “virtually never received” federally underwritten 
loans. On the other hand, areas that were “new, homogenous”—that is, white— 
“and in demand in good times and bad” or areas that were stable and not 
threatened by black “invaders” consistently received federal support.” 

Therefore, to maintain neighborhood stability and property values, the 
FHA, as part of its underwriting standard, demanded restrictive covenants. 
These covenants, which were enforced by the courts, required that white 
home owners could sell their homes only to other whites. That racial vise grip 
on the housing market was supposed to evaporate, however, under the heat of 
a searing Supreme Court decision in Shelley v. Kraemer (1948), in which the 
justices declared it unconstitutional to have the court system or other govern- 
ment authority enforce these racially restrictive covenants. Early on, the 
Truman administration weighed in on this decision as well, filing an amicus 
curiae brief in support of ending this discriminatory practice.”4 

Despite Shelley, restrictive covenants did not disappear. The FHA, the 
most important federal entity in shaping the residential housing market in 
the United States, deliberately ignored the ruling and “did not change” its 
open support of covenants until 1950. Even after that, the FHA still suc- 
cessfully adapted “an ongoing policy of racial separation” that allowed the 
agency to comply with the exact letter of the She//ey decision while defying 
the intent and spirit of the ruling. While “the FHA announced .. . that it 
would insure no more homes with new covenants, realtors soon learned that 
the agency had no objection to ‘gentlemen’s agreements.’” Therefore, those 
covenants, which were specifically designed to circumvent the She//ey ruling 
by making their enforcement the responsibility of neighbors or community 
boards instead of the government, were perfectly acceptable to and even en- 
couraged by the FHA. Given the FHA’s insistence on federally “subsidized 
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discrimination,” scholar Philip Vaughan could only remark that “the removal 
of restrictive covenants . . . certainly offered no cure-all.” 

The FHA’s actions redounded throughout America. Well into the 1960s, 
for example, “FHA procedures rendered whole cities ineligible for FHA- 
guaranteed loans simply because of a minority presence.” In Missouri, be- 
tween 1934 and 1960, St. Louis County, the suburban area legally separate 
from and hemming in the city of St. Louis, “received five times as many 
FHA mortgages as did the latter, and nearly six times as much loan money; 
[and] per capita mortgage spending was 6.3 times greater.” Because of the fi- 
nancial and legal power of the federal government in the residential mort- 
gage industry, “such blanket redlining sent strong signals to private lending 
institutions, which followed suit and avoided making loans within the af- 
fected areas.” Without the capital to upgrade or maintain properties, without 
the ability to find buyers who could afford to purchase a home without tap- 
ping into the largest, low-interest-rate mortgage pool in the nation, housing 
values plummeted “and a pattern of disrepair, deterioration, vacancy, and 
abandonment” came to define America’s cities. The deteriorating housing 
stock and quality of life were, however, attributed directly to the black inhab- 
itants of the area and served only to reify the FHA’s rationale for redlining 
and white suburban home owners’ convictions that the mere presence of 
African Americans drove down property values.”° 

Not only did private lenders follow the FHA’s lead in mortgage lending, 
but so, too, did the Veterans Administration (VA). As a consequence, al- 
though Truman insisted, “We must house the veteran—and I mean every 
veteran,” in 1950 nonwhites received only 2 percent of the VA’s guaranteed 
mortgages. Thus, while the federal government, through the VA and FHA, 
“financed more than $120 billion worth of new housing between 1934 and 
1962,” less than 1 percent of all those loans went to African Americans.?’ 

Scholars and various commissions have clearly identified the federal gov- 
ernment’s role in the immediate postwar period as being instrumental in cre- 
ating “the near-apartheid condition now existing in many metropolitan areas.” 
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The power of government “was invoked on behalf of segregation throughout 
the basic period of the development of the ghetto system and the construc- 
tion of the early post-World War II suburbs.” Historian Thomas Sugrue co- 
gently argues that this use of the government to uphold segregation in 
housing and the creation and sustenance of whites-only suburbs was cloaked 
in the language of patriotism and citizenship. “Homeowners welcomed gov- 
ernment assistance; in fact by World War II they began to view homeowner- 
ship as a prerequisite of citizenship.” Similarly, the FHA’s “insistence that 
mortgages and loans be restricted to racially homogenous neighborhoods also 
resonated strongly with Detroit’s white home owners. They came to expect a 
vigilant government to protect their segregated neighborhoods.””8 

African Americans, on the other hand, expected that the “vigilant de- 
fender” in Truman’s clarion call for justice would break them out of the rat- 
infested ghettoes that the FHA and VA had helped erect. Truman, in fact, 
was committed to addressing the serious housing shortage that plagued the 
United States after the war. That commitment resonated throughout his 
presidency, from his first State of the Union Address. He even issued execu- 
tive orders “to the FHA to deny financial assistance to new housing projects 
with racial or religious restrictions.””’ Yet, just as the Civil Rights Section 
and the FBI were ill equipped to deal with the president’s pledge to ensure 
the right to vote in the United States, so, too, was the FHA unwilling to 
abide by Truman’s directives for open housing. 

Thus, a public housing and urban renewal bill that was supposed to allevi- 
ate the housing crisis, particularly in the inner city, looked more like a “Negro 
removal” bill with “devastating” consequences. “To get the projects moving, 
local officials often certified that replacement housing was available for poor 
blacks when there was none. Federal officials who knew they were lying ac- 
cepted their assurances and provided funds.” Faced with a growing throng of 
homeless, impoverished African Americans who had been uprooted and dis- 
placed by federal policy, the NAACP pushed Truman for a stronger and 
more effective executive order because the “problem was especially acute in 
several southern and border-state communities where Negroes, displaced by 
slum clearance programs, could not find replacement dwellings.” The White 
House’s response was to ask for patience. The NAACP had none and went to 
its supporters in Congress for relief. The Truman administration immediately 
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moved to block the NAACP’s attempt to get fair housing legislation. “Charles 
Murphy, the President’s special counsel and a key actor in congressional rela- 
tions, . . . discouraged such remedies and assured the members of Congress 
that new rules from federal housing agencies were forthcoming.” The FHA, 
of course, had no intention of issuing any regulation that would provide for 
integrated housing and was characteristically “unresponsive.” The NAACP, 
therefore, kept pushing. To forestall an NAACP-sponsored congressional 
inquiry, Philleo Nash directed one of the association’s chief congressional 
supporters to speak with “more responsive housing officials” in a smaller 
agency—not the FHA—who could assure the congressman that a new hous- 
ing bill was not necessary.°° 

This scrambling to cover what needed to be exposed makes it clear that 
the Truman administration knew that the FHA was a problem—one that the 
administration had never truly dealt with. Nash wrote the president that “in 
55 years [sic] of FHA operations, only 1.8 percent of FHA projects were 
available to Negroes, as compared to 35 percent of public housing projects.” 
The results of FHA policy, Nash continued, were disastrous: 


Washington is typical. Its suburbs are ringed with “White Only” develop- 
ments. Many of these are FHA financed. In the heart of D.C. is a handful 
of projects open to Negroes. Nearly all of them are FHA financed. This is 
commendable but it does not answer the problem. 

If this process is permitted to continue, our northern cities will grow into 
Negro “downtowns” surrounded by white suburbs. 

This is what lies at the heart of the D.C. school crisis. Only 35% of the 
District population is Negro, but over half its school population is Negro. 
This is a post-war change. 


One Truman biographer acknowledged that the president did not accom- 
plish all he wanted to in the area of housing; but Truman had “set goals for 
the future.” What that future portended, however, given the federally spon- 
sored disinvestment in black communities and black Americans, was a ghet- 
toized society struggling against bleak, violent despair.*# 
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No feature on the American scene, however, emphasized the bleakness, pre- 
cariousness, and devaluation of black life more than the wave of lynching (legal 
and otherwise) that occurred after World War II. It was as if the usual suspects— 
Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, South Carolina, Florida, ‘Tennessee—rounded 
up their “usual suspects” and proceeded to try to push defiant, “uppity” African 
Americans back into their so-called proper, subordinate place in American soci- 
ety. One Alabaman noted, “If there is room for a National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People... there is need for a League to Maintain 
White Supremacy.” Similarly, a Georgian explained in clear, matter-of-fact terms 
that lynching has “got to be done to keep Mister Nigger in his place.” Another 
man, who hated the radicalizing effect that World War II had had on African 
Americans, explained in no-frills language why he had to lynch a black veteran in 
Georgia. It was simple. Too many years in the army had ruined that “good nig- 
ger,” who now thought that he was “as good as any white people.” 

Thus, when Leon McTatie was accused of stealing a saddle, six white Mis- 
sissippians, reliving the glory days of the Old South, grabbed the wrongly ac- 
cused man and “whipped [him] to death.”*4 The brutality, of course, did not 
end there: 


In Alabama, when an African-American veteran removed the Jim Crow 
sign on a trolley, an angry street car conductor took aim and unloaded his 
pistol into the ex-Marine. As the wounded veteran staggered off the tram 
and crawled away, the chief of police hunted him down and finished the job 
with a single bullet, execution style, to the head. In South Carolina, another 
veteran, who complained about the inanity of Jim Crow transportation, had 
his eyes gouged out with the butt of the sheriff's billy club. In Louisiana, a 
black veteran who defiantly refused to give a white man a war memento, 
was partially dismembered, castrated, and blow-torched until his “eyes 
‘popped’ out of his head and his light complexion was seared dark.” In 
Columbia, Tennessee, when African Americans refused to “take lying 
down” the planned lynching of a black veteran who had defended his 
mother from a beating, the sheriff’s storm troopers, in an “attack... ona 
scale reminiscent of military operations in the last war,” ““drew up their ma- 
chine guns and tommy guns, . . . fired a barrage of shots directly into the 
black area of town, and then moved in.’ ” 
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As the body count soared, the NAACP demanded that the White House 
do something. If nothing else, these were veterans—men who had fought the 
Germans and the Japanese in the name and cause of democracy. Certainly, 
that democracy could now turn around and fight for them. One black man 
just flat out informed Truman that there was a problem and, more to the 
point, that the president was part of it. “I am a veteran and I feel very much 
discouraged about the way we are being treated after coming home at the end 
of the war. I feel like you can do something to give us more and better pro- 
tection against our common enemy.” But, once again, the Department of Jus- 
tice was stymied. In the Columbia, Tennessee, case, Attorney General Tom 
Clark declared that the “federal grand jury had ‘exhausted every possibility of 
disclosing a federal offense’ and that despite a full FBI investigation, ‘No one 
is able to furnish the names of the perpetrators of the acts of vandalism. The 
grand jury had scores of witnesses before it to no avail.’” And while Isaac 
Woodward’s blinding was a “terrible disgrace” that led one veteran of the 
Spanish American War to write to Truman, “I could hardly keep from shed- 
ding tears as I read this report,” no federal department, not Justice, not War, 
not the Veterans Administration, could see that it had any jurisdiction in this 
case.3° 

Then came the unbelievable horror of Monroe, Georgia: four young Afri- 
can Americans—two couples—ambushed, defenseless, and facing a lynch 
mob armed with enough firepower for a small militia. The two black women 
became nothing more than collateral damage in a fatal lesson aimed at their 
husbands, whose behavior—one stabbed a white man for “messing” with his 
wife, while the other came back from the army thinking he was equal to any 
white man—spelled an unspeakable death. Historian Laura Wexler de- 
scribed the results after the mortician had done his best: 


At the far end of the row lay Roger Malcolm, his face pocked with the plas- 
ter of paris Dan Young [the mortician] had used to conceal the damage to 
his face. But nothing could hide the hole in Roger Malcolm’s cheek. It was 
larger than a quarter, the result of a shotgun fired at close range. 

Dorothy’s body lay next to Roger’s, a bandage covering her face where 
the right side of her jaw had been blown away. It was evidently her tooth 
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that the white student had found on the ground near Moore’s Ford the 
morning before and given to his friend for her charm bracelet. 

Next to Dorothy lay her brother George. His right eye was covered with 
a bandage—it had been shot out—and his right ear, which had been par- 
tially shot off, was attached by tape. 

And last in the row was Mae Murray Dorsey, whose . . . face, unlike the 
others, wasn’t a record of her death. 


Roger Malcolm was also castrated, “the privates halfway cut off, something 
kind of hanging.” Mae Dorsey, who had miraculously kept her face, had her 
spine severed and her hands crushed as sixty bullets ripped through her body.°’ 

Black America was shaken and outraged. “This time it has gone too far,” 
one enraged black man declared. African Americans understood the dogma 
of states’ rights clearly enough; what was so difficult to understand, however, 
was the paralyzing limits that the federal government placed on itself even in 
its own domain. “Is not the South a part of the United States,” a Baptist min- 
ister angrily asked. Because surely there were some laws that even the South 
had to abide by when it came to the rights of American citizens. As far as the 
minister was concerned, the president acted as if he was “afraid to tell” the 
South “that it is wrong to lynch human beings” and “helpless women.” The 
Reverend Lyslee continued to seethe. “If we have a democracy what price do 
the Negroes have to pay for it.” The real question, one organization con- 
tended, was simply at what point did states’ rights trump the constitutional 
rights of American citizens? One woman also threw “Dachau and Buchen- 
wald” in Truman’s face, compared them to Monroe, Georgia, and then dared 
the Justice Department to haul the killers into federal court or “forever be 
condemned as a silent partner” and “accomplice” in mass murder.*8 

The department, however, was not up to the challenge. Two “assistant U.S. 
attorneys .. . visited Monroe on the day after the Moore’s Ford lynching” to 
determine if sections 51 and/or 52 had been violated. When the sheriffs told 
them that they had no idea there was going to be a lynching, “the federal 
lawyers told a reporter ‘they didn’t think there had been a violation of any 
federal law. They didn’t think the civil rights statutes would apply.” As 
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Wexler wryly noted, the “reporter, in turn, penned a rhetorical question 
that underscored the federal government’s powerlessness in lynching cases. 
He asked, ‘I wonder if it would comfort what is left of those four young 
Negroes, lying naked on slabs in the basement of Dan Young’s funeral par- 
lor, to know that their civil rights had not been violated... ? ” Walter 
White warned Truman that “very dark days are ahead” because of the de- 
partment’s lackluster, abysmal performance. Getting away with murder, 
White explained, only emboldened those who preferred “the law of the 
jungle” to the rule of democracy.*? 

Truman was also outraged. This was not the democracy he knew and 
loved. He wanted the Justice Department to go back and investigate again. 
He ordered Attorney General Clark to “ ‘push with everything you have’ to 
determine if there has been a ‘violation of any Federal statutes.’ It just seemed 
to Truman that ‘when the mob gangs can take four people out and shoot 
them in the back, and everybody in the country is acquainted with who did 
the shooting and nothing is done about it, that country is in a pretty bad 
fix from a law enforcement standpoint.’ ” Clark, however, returned empty- 
handed. They “just won't talk... we just couldn't get any citizens there to 
give us information, although we know they have it.”*° 

It was at this point, disgusted by the killings in Georgia and “literally blue 
with anger when he heard that this returning veteran [Isaac Woodward] had 
been blinded on the way home from a camp from which he was discharged,” 
that Truman ordered the creation of the President’s Committee on Civil 
Rights. His administration assembled a high-powered team and an excellent 
support staff, who compiled an invaluable, detailed report. But that was 
pretty much the end of it. The PCCR did not have any authority, and its rec- 
ommendations, for far too long, ended up in a Pandora’s box surrounded by 
plagues, pestilence, and only a scintilla of hope. Indeed, one former White 
House aide, Jonathan Daniels, remarked with brutal honesty that “this report 
of the President’s Committee has no force and effect beyond its publicity 
value.” But it was that “publicity value” that the United States needed and 
used repeatedly to counter Soviet criticism of the Jim Crow leader of the Free 
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World and, equally important, to take Truman “off the hot seat” when yet an- 
other brutal lynching exposed the reality of southern gallantry.*! 

Of course, few paid much attention when a black veteran in Mississippi 
“was tied to a tree by a mob... and castrated with a razor blade,” but few 
could ignore the horrific lynching of Willie Earle in South Carolina. Earle, 
epileptic and accused of stabbing a cab driver, was pulled out of a jail by more 
than twenty men, tortured, mutilated, and killed. “When the undertakers 
had finished,” one journalist wrote, “I too found it hard to believe that a 
South Carolina mob, and not a gang of Nazis, had done this atrocious thing. 
Where there must have once been a right eye, there was only a socket. ... 
Where once there was skin and bones on the left side of the face, there was 
only the undertaker’s plaster trying to form a face.” 

Once again the hue and cry for justice resounded all the way up Penn- 
sylvania Avenue. Perhaps learning something from its initial sluggish re- 
sponse in Monroe, Georgia, when it took the president nearly a week to 
even mention the killings, the PCCR “immediately moved in on” the Willie 
Earle slaying, issued a press release, made it clear to the public that it was 
“deeply concerned’ over the lynching,” and provided a progress report detail- 
ing the role of federal agents in investigating the case. Within a week of the 
killing, the PCCR chair reported, “State and local officers ha[d] arrested 
some twenty persons and ha[d] obtained confessions from twelve of these 
people.” Because it was clear that “state authorities [were] making vigorous 
efforts to arrest and prosecute the guilty parties,” the chairman of the PCCR 
offered that the Department of Justice would “make no effort to seek a fed- 
eral indictment.” Thus, although it seemed as if section 52 could come into 
play because Earle was pulled out of a jail, it was, in the PCCR’s assessment, 
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also clear that the deputy was “an elderly man” who did not appear to be a 
“party to a conspiracy.” After all, the sixty-two-year-old jailer remarked, he 
was totally innocent of any wrongdoing. “They had shotguns and I danced to 
their music.” So too, apparently, did the jury, which despite the grisly death, 
the detailed confessions, and the physical evidence, found all the murderers 
“not guilty.”*8 

The fact that the verdict, which was “what one might have expected from 
twelve idiots in a madhouse,” came shortly after Truman asked Congress for 
$400 million to bring democracy to Greece and Turkey, was more ironic and 
tragic than most could bear. Walter Reuther, the president of the United 
Auto Workers, denounced the jury’s verdict as a “legal farce,” one that would 
certainly come back to haunt the United States. “So long as lynch mobs are 
permitted to murder American citizens and go unpunished, these peoples of 
other nations will look with skepticism on our claim that we are the most de- 
mocratic nation in the world.” Once again, though, despite the high stakes, 
there was nothing the Justice Department could do. Tom Clark had made a 
pretty “good speech” on the case, but, as one southerner noted, “Eloquence 
doesn't stop lynching.” And he was appalled that Clark refused to take the 
necessary steps to put an end to this ongoing reign of terror. “Successful pros- 
ecution of lynchers and conniving sheriffs” who “surrender . . . a prisoner to a 
lynching mob” was the only thing that would “stop them.” The southerner 
then could not help but comment on the obvious: “While proposing to make 
the world ‘Democratic’ by . . . the arming of fascist governments like Turkey 
and Greece at a cost of millions (soon to become billions), it might be help- 
ful to attempt even handed justice in the United States.”“4 
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What so many, like this man, understood as they watched the federal gov- 
ernment’s consistent inability to secure the vote, end housing discrimination, 
and protect American citizens, including veterans, from lynching, was that in 
contrast to the “caution and restraint” the Truman administration showed in 
dealing with the destructive forces engulfing the black community, its actions 
on the international stage were bold, innovative, and decisive. It was not as 
though the international problems were less intractable, the opponents less 
formidable, or the goals more attainable. In fact, they were not. At that time, 
the international system was in absolute chaos. The old multipolar system, 
with Britain as power broker, was in rubble, and the wartime alliance with 
the Soviet Union had rapidly disintegrated. Faced with these seemingly in- 
surmountable odds, the Truman administration did not wallow in the politics 
of helplessness. Nor was the administration shackled by traditions that had 
outgrown their usefulness. Instead, Truman and his team devised strategies 
to cope with this new international situation. They decisively amassed the 
political will and savvy to break away from the Founding Fathers’ sacred 
commandments against entangling alliances, standing armies, budget defi- 
cits, and “the man on horseback.”*° In fact, the administration not only did 
everything in its power to craft innovative programs, such as the Marshall 
Plan and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), but it also re- 
moved ineffective or recalcitrant top administrators, such as Secretary of State 
James Byrnes and Gen. Douglas MacArthur, and replaced them with those 
who shared the president’s vision and determination to get things done and 
done right. 

Except, of course, in the area of civil rights. There, helplessness, hopelessness, 
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and mediocrity reigned. Not only were Truman’s attorneys general—Tom 
Clark and J. Howard McGrath—lackluster, but they also shared many of the 
same traits, including a tendency to not “strain” themselves “in behalf of ad- 
vancing Negro rights.” Moreover, Truman’s chief aide for minority affairs, 
David Niles, was also problematic. While he clearly saw his role as being the 
president’s “ambassador” to liberal and Jewish organizations in New York, he 
was strikingly unconcerned about the condition of black Americans. The 
memos and letters that survived Niles’s annual New Year’s Day purge reveal a 
man who was contemptuous of African American leaders and the concerns 
they tried to bring to Truman’s attention. In addition, Niles, from all ac- 
counts, had a “mania for anonymity” and “spent much of his time outside 
Washington.” And when he was in the capital, he “slunk rather furtively 
around the corridors of the White House” and “alone among the senior 
Presidential assistants never attended HST’s daily morning staff meeting.” 
As a result, it was painfully “clear that the Minorities Office . . . was a rather 
isolated operation and, in that respect, rather different from the rest of the 
White House staff,” which, Niles’s key aide had to admit, “had its obvious 
disadvantages.” Niles’s administrative antics led one colleague to characterize 
Truman’s chief point man on minority affairs as simply a “liability that HST 
inherited from FDR.”*° Yet, because the Cold War and black demands for 
citizenship had forced civil rights to the fore, the issue could not be totally ig- 
nored. Thus, “Negro affairs” became the province of Philleo Nash, who, un- 
fortunately, did not have authority or access to make a significant impact. He, 
therefore, focused his efforts on working hard to develop among the black 
component of the New Deal coalition an “appreciation for the administra- 
tion’s ‘good faith’ efforts’—as opposed to actual accomplishments, which 
during the president’s second term were virtually nil.*” 
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Thus, as the president bade the country farewell, he could only direct the 
nation’s attention to the fact that his administration had at least put the 
issue of civil rights on the nation’s agenda and had established the ground- 
work for change. “We have made progress in spreading the blessings of 
American life to all of our people,” Truman asserted. “There has been a 
tremendous awakening of the American conscience on the great issues of 
civil rights—equal economic opportunities, equal rights of citizenship, and 
equal educational opportunities for all our people, whatever their race or 
religion or status of birth.” Yet, in truth, while there may have been some 
level of consciousness-raising, the actual attainment of civil rights, given 
the persistence of disfranchisement, lynching, and housing discrimination, 
left those facing the onslaught of Jim Crow wondering when this vaunted 
“progress” would finally catch up to them.*® 

In 1968, a group of scholars came together to discuss the Truman legacy 
on civil rights and met, by sheer happenstance, the day after Martin Luther 
King Jr. was assassinated and America’s urban landscape became a smolder- 
ing inferno. Against this hellish backdrop the scholars discussed what Tru- 
man had accomplished and the various reasons he could not have done more. 
These included the power of the southern Democrats and the fact that, 
above all else, he was a “party man” and realized that to push too hard for civil 
rights would destroy the Democratic Party. But one scholar, acknowledging 
the external pressures on Truman, kept asking why the president did not do 
more in those areas where he had greater control. Why were there no ap- 
pointments in the Department of Justice where the need was obviously so 
great? Why, Professor Flint Kellogg kept asking, did Truman seemingly find 
“it easier to move to integration in the armed forces than he did within the 
administration itself? What was the block here? Usually youd think that 
would cause less uproar if he moved within administrative agencies than 
within the armed forces.”4? 

In 1948, the labor secretary of the NAACP, Clarence Mitchell, had asked 
virtually the same question. But because Truman had at least done what no 
other modern president had, the association leadership decided that the man 
from Missouri, “though far from perfect,” was still the best that black people 
could get under the circumstances.*? That tendency to accept less and to 
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clutch at civil rights straws as if they are the silk threads of democracy has 
created an anomaly in American society in the area of civil rights (and only in 
the area of civil rights), where the mere act of trying—and not necessarily 
succeeding—becomes more than enough. At some point, as a democracy, we 
must realize it is not. 
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President Harry S. Truman’s Farewell 
Address and the Atomic Bomb 


The High Price of Secrecy 





Richard B. Frank 





As the contents of the Farewell Address reflect, retrospective assessments 
of the presidency of Harry S. Truman customarily rank foreign affairs ahead 
of domestic matters. In the realm of statecraft, no event transcends the drop- 
ping of the atomic bombs. In the concise phrases contained in his Farewell 
Address in 1953, President Truman explained that atomic weapons became 
available in the summer of 1945. He affirmed that it was his decision to use 
the bomb. He maintained that the primary motivation for his decision was 
the belief that it would save hundreds of thousands of lives—both American 
and Japanese. Yet, only five years later, Truman refused to employ nuclear 
weapons in Korea. He defended that decision both as one grounded in a 
deeply ingrained American sense of morality and as one aimed to avoid 
World War III, a war that “might dig the grave not only of our communist 
opponents but also of our own society, our world as well as theirs.” 

The use of atomic weapons in 1945 spawned a vast and vastly contentious 
literature. President Truman’s dual propositions in his Farewell Address that 
he decided to use the bombs and that his primary motive was to save lives— 
as well as the number of those lives saved—are all subjects that rise as peaks 
in this disputed terrain. It is impossible in this short discussion to range over 
the full universe of this controversy, much less all the events in 1945. What 
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can be addressed here are just the most fundamental points. First, both the 
distance in time and the heat of the controversies generally have divorced 
much of the debate from the realities of 1945. Yet, without a firm grasp of 
those realities, especially the military and political strategies pursued by the 
United States and Japan, the use of atomic weapons cannot be judged. 
Second, the declassification of radio intelligence material between the late 
1970s and the present has transformed our understanding of U.S. decision 
making. Finally, I will address the propositions Truman set forth in his Fare- 
well Address concerning the use of atomic weapons in 1945 and, more im- 
portant, what he was not able to divulge then that might well have prevented 
this whole controversy or certainly materially altered its shape. 


I. The Realities of 1945 


With few exceptions, Americans in 1945 believed fervently that the use of 
atomic weapons at Hiroshima and Nagasaki ended the Pacific War and saved 
countless lives. That conviction dominated national discourse for approxi- 
mately two decades. Since that time, various scholars and writers have 
mounted multiple challenges to what one critic labeled the “patriotic ortho- 
doxy.” These challenges share three basic premises: first, that Japan’s strategic 
position in the summer of 1945 was catastrophic; second, that her leaders 
recognized that their nation’s situation was hopeless and thus were seeking to 
end the war; finally, that American leaders understood, thanks primarily to 
decoded Japanese diplomatic communications, that the Japanese knew they 
were defeated and were seeking to end the war. Thus, an array of critics argue 
that American leaders comprehended that neither atomic weapons nor an 
invasion of the Japanese home islands was necessary to end the war. Accord- 
ingly, they charge that American leaders deliberately used atomic weapons in 
pursuit of some other goal: to justify the enormous expenditure of funds; to 
satisfy (perverse) intellectual curiosity; to perpetuate the Manhattan Project 
as a bureaucratic empire; or to intimidate the Soviets.! 

But the very first premise of this structure is wrong. The harsh reality is 
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that the key Japanese leaders in the summer of 1945 did not regard their sit- 
uation as hopeless. On the contrary, driving them was a coherent and well- 
conceived military and political strategy called Ketsu-Go (Decisive Operation). 
Understanding both the particulars of Ketsu-Go and the investment of Jap- 
anese leaders in this strategy is the key to grasping not only why the war con- 
tinued but also how and when it ended. Perhaps ironically, the starting point 
for examination of Ketsu-Go is the U.S. strategic planning in 1945 that 
Ketsu-Go anticipated. 


Grand Strategy: American 


President Franklin Roosevelt publicly articulated the national political 
goal at the Casablanca Conference in January 1943 as the unconditional sur- 
render of the Axis powers. As it evolved over the next two years, uncondi- 
tional surrender was not simply a slogan about victory but a policy about peace. 
It provided the legal authority for the extensive plans to renovate the internal 
structure of the Axis nations.” 

The American military strategy forged to secure that national political 
goal by the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) in the spring of 1945 was an unstable 
compromise of two conflicting visions. The U.S. Navy, led by Fleet Admiral 
Ernest King, had studied war with Japan since 1906. From these decades of 
analysis, naval officers distilled a number of principles about defeating Japan. 
None of these principles was more deeply embedded than the conviction that 
an invasion of the Japanese home islands would result in a bloodbath and 
thus represented absolute folly. Accordingly, naval leaders advocated ending 
the war in a campaign of blockade and bombardment, including intense aer- 
ial bombardment by sea- and land-based aircraft. The U.S. Army, led by 
General of the Armies George C. Marshall, never invested the same intellec- 
tual capital into examination of a conflict with Japan. The army had, how- 
ever, explored the prospect of war with Japan in the 1930s and concluded 


2. Michael D. Pearlman, Unconditional Surrender, Demobilization, and the Atomic Bomb 
(Fort Leavenworth, Kans.: Combat Studies Institute, U.S. Army Command and General Staff 
College, 1996), 1-8; Herbert P. Bix, Hirohito and the Making of Modern Japan (New York: 
HarperCollins, 2000), 496-98, and “Japan’s Delayed Surrender: A Reinterpretation,” 
Diplomatic History 19:2 (Spring 1995): 204. John Dower stresses that U.S. officials treated 
Japan's surrender as unconditional and initially kept the status of the emperor and the Imperial 
Institution vague to pressure Japanese elites into accepting the first occupation reforms 
(Embracing Defeat: Japan in the Wake of World War II [New York: W. W. Norton/New Press, 
1999], 81-84). 


108 Richard B. Frank 


that invasion might be necessary.* Thus, when the army turned attention to 
the problem of ending hostilities with Japan in 1944, it adopted a strategy of 
invasion of the home islands. 

The JCS merged these two conflicting views into a strategic plan in May 
1945. The Chiefs authorized the continuation and intensification of the strat- 
egy of blockade and bombardment until November 1. At that point, the United 
States would launch a two-phase invasion of the Japanese homeland under 
the overall code name of Operation Downfall. The first step, Operation Olym- 
pic, involved the seizure of approximately the southern third of Kyushu, the 
southernmost main Japanese home island, by the Sixth Army starting on 
November 1, 1945. Olympic would obtain air and naval bases to support a 
second phase, Operation Coronet, tentatively set for March 1, 1946, involv- 
ing two armies to secure the Tokyo-Yokohama region. 

As the JCS pointed out in the policy paper it adopted to support this 
strategy, the overall Allied war aim remained unconditional surrender. This 
would provide the legal authority to effect the far-ranging political changes 
in Japan designed to assure that she never again posed a threat to peace. As 
the JCS acknowledged, however, there was no historical precedent of surren- 
der to a foreign power by the Japanese government for some two thousand 
years. Moreover, throughout the entire course of the Pacific War no Japanese 
unit had ever surrendered. Thus, the JCS cautioned that there was no guar- 
antee that the surrender of the Japanese government could be obtained or 
that, even if a Japanese government would capitulate, the Japanese armed 
forces would comply with that surrender. Therefore, an invasion was vital be- 
cause it was most likely to compel a surrender of the Japanese government. 
Moreover, an invasion would best position the United States to deal with the 
situation if there was no surrender or if the Japanese armed forces refused to 
comply with surrender by a Japanese government.* 

The importance of this framework of U.S. strategic thinking cannot be 
overemphasized. The JCS appreciation shows that the ultimate American 
nightmare was not Operation Downfall, the two-phase initial invasion, but 
the absence of an organized capitulation of Japan’s armed forces. In the latter 
case, the United States would face the prospect of defeating four to five mil- 
lion Japanese men under arms in the home islands, on the Asian continent, 
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and across the Pacific Ocean. This made even the potential casualties in 
Downfall only a down payment on the ultimate cost of the complete defeat 
of Japan. President Harry S. Truman reviewed the invasion strategy in June 
1945. He authorized Olympic, the invasion of Kyushu, but he withheld 
sanction for Coronet.° 


Grand Strategy: Japanese 


New Year’s Day 1945 found Japanese military and naval leaders sober but 
resolute. Their entrenched attitudes toward their American adversaries had 
remained constant since the summer of 1941; only their goals had altered. 
None of these men ever believed Japan could physically conquer the United 
States, and no Japanese leader questioned the ability of the United States to 
produce vast quantities of war materiel. But they calculated that America 
would be compelled to divert much of that materiel to Europe to counter 
Germany and Italy. The bedrock conviction shared by almost all Imperial 
Army officers and many Imperial Navy officers, however, was that Amer- 
icans, lacking racial purity and the spiritual stamina of the Japanese populace, 
possessed only brittle morale. A lengthy, increasingly costly war would sap 
American will to see the war through and force American political leaders to 
negotiate an end to the conflict on terms favorable to Japan. Initially those 
terms would include Japanese control of resource areas in Southeast Asia. By 
1945, Japanese militarists viewed the attainable terms as at least the preserva- 
tion of the homeland with a political order in which their position remained 
dominant.° 

Commonly skewing retrospective assessments of Japan’s situation are the 
“War in the Pacific” maps that depict a line representing Japan's greatest ad- 
vance in 1942 bulging halfway across the ocean and then a line nearly rub- 
bing Japan’s shores representing her situation in the summer of 1945. Senior 
leaders at Imperial General Headquarters in Tokyo understood that Japan 
had lost her navy and with it control of the Western Pacific right up to her 
shores. But the Imperial realm still included huge territories with vast re- 
sources and hundreds of millions of vassals on the continent and to the south— 
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areas on those “War in the Pacific” maps American eyes often ignore. These 
territories also represented potential bargaining chips—some for Japan to re- 
tain as the profit from her gamble on war and others to trade away to secure 
those gains or, in the final accounting, at least the old order in the homeland. 

Officers at Imperial Headquarters accepted that Japan’s airpower was 
much diminished, but there remained thousands of planes and a bountiful 
supply of young men prepared to crash them into enemy ships. Above all, 
there was still a formidable army, backed by a stalwart civilian population, 
and the priceless asset of Japan’s home soil, which negated all the advantages 
of an attacker dependent on machines rather than men. And senior leaders 
coupled a reassuring assessment of the current strategic picture with an acute 
appreciation of future U.S. intentions. Americans lacked the patience for a 
protracted strategy of blockade and bombardment, they therefore surely 
would seek to end the war quickly by an invasion of the Japanese homeland. 
If the initial assault could be repulsed, or even if its cost just could be made 
prohibitive, Japan could yet extricate herself from the war with honor. Thus, 
with this goal in mind the emperor sanctioned a new strategic directive pub- 
lished on January 20 that candidly declared the homeland itself would be the 
arena for the “final decisive battle” of the war.’ 

The Imperial Army’s homeland defense scheme created two theaters of 
command. The First General Army (roughly equivalent to an American 
army group) with headquarters in Tokyo oversaw most of central and north- 
ern Honshu. The Second General Army with headquarters at Hiroshima ex- 
ercised jurisdiction over forces on western Honshu, Shikoku, and Kyushu. 
Several Area Armies (effectively the equivalent of an American army) an- 
swered to each General Army. Imperial Headquarters separately entrusted 
the defense of Hokkaido, the northernmost home island, to the Fifth Area 
Army. 

There were only twelve field divisions in all of Japan on New Year's Day 
1945. With so few field units available, Imperial Headquarters embarked on 
a huge program of homeland reinforcement. From Manchuria came four di- 
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visions, but by far and away the major increase in strength sprang from a 
February 26 order for a gigantic, three-phase mobilization program to create 
new legions. At the end of the mobilization, the forces available to defend 
the homeland would number sixty divisions (thirty-six field and counterat- 
tack, twenty-two coastal combat, and two armored divisions) and thirty-four 
brigades (twenty-seven infantry and seven tank). Counting the necessary lo- 
gistic and administrative infrastructure, the mobilization would add 1.5 mil- 
lion men to the home defense commands. The aggregate strength of the 
homeland armies would total 2,903,000 men, 292,000 horses, and 27,500 
motor vehicles.® 

On April 8, staff officers in Tokyo completed the sprawling master de- 
fense plan known as Ketsu-Go for the impending struggle for the home- 
land and contiguous areas. This plan envisioned that American invaders 
would be confronted and crushed in one of seven key areas, with emphasis 
on Ketsu Number Three (the Kanto-Tokyo Area) and Ketsu Number Six 
(Kyushu).? 

Three features marked the Ketsu-Go plan. First, the operations did not 
aim at destroying the enemy either at the water’s edge (the tactics prior to 
mid-1944) or far inland (the tactics from mid-1944 to Ketsu-Go). The 
Japanese realized the folly of immediate beach defense in the face of massive 
American pre-landing bombardments, but they also grasped that their ad- 
versary could never be dislodged if permitted to consolidate his positions 
after a landing. Therefore, Ketsu-Go strived to destroy the beachhead, the 
perimeter established by the invader a few days after the landing, anchored 
on the coast but stretching only a few miles inland. The second distinctive 
feature of Ketsu-Go was the comprehensive devotion to ¢okko (“special at- 
tack” or suicide) tactics, not only the now routine air and sea efforts, but also 
ashore. The incorporation of the civilian population into the defense scheme 
represented the third highly singular feature of Ketsu-Go. Under the 
National Resistance Program, commanders would summon all able-bodied 
civilians, regardless of gender, to combat.'® 


8. Hondo Kessen Junbi (2) Kyushu No Boei, 177-82, 211-16, 278-92; Japanese Monograph 
No. 17, Appendix VII; Reports of General MacArthur, Volume II, Part I, 591-92, 605-7. 

9. April 8 Imperial Headquarters Directive No. 2438: “Outline of Preparations for the 
Ketsu Go Operation,” Hondo Kessen Junbi (2) Kyushu No Boei, 164-66, 264, Reports of General 
MacArthur, Volume I, Part If, 601. For a complete translation of this order, see War in Asia and 
the Pacific, Volume 12: Defense of the Homeland and End of the War (New York: Garland Pub- 
lishing, 1980), 201-31. 

10. Reports of General MacArthur, Volume I, Part II, 612. 


112 Richard B. Frank 
Ketsu-Go on Kyushu 


The Japanese did not rely on espionage or code breaking to reach their 
prescient assessment that the Americans would target Kyushu, and specifi- 
cally southern Kyushu, for their initial invasion. Rather, the Japanese simply 
deduced their antagonist’s intentions from the elementary clues of American 
operational techniques and obvious goals. American superiority in combat 
power during the Pacific War rested upon overwhelming air and sea power, 
not ground forces. It followed that U.S. invasion plans must encompass the 
ability to bolster their ground units with masses of planes and ships. While 
carrier-based aviation permitted an almost unlimited number of potential in- 
vasion sites, it represented just a fraction of available American airpower. If 
the United States employed ground-based air units, the invasion beaches 
must fall within fighter-plane range of the nearest bases. 

In January 1945 the Japanese perceived shrewdly that by midyear the U.S 
advance would reach Okinawa. Thus, an arc representing American fighter- 
plane range from Okinawa foretold the likely American landing areas. With- 
in that arc fell the southern ranges of Kyushu around Miyazaki, Shibushi 
Bay, and the Satsuma Peninsula. These comprised the most obvious targets 
with plentiful airfield sites and naval bases forming easy stepping-stones for 
an invasion of the Kanto (Tokyo) plain. In sum, the Japanese deduced three 
of the four designated invasion beaches exactly and were not that far off on 
the fourth." 

Although only one field division garrisoned Kyushu in January 1945, over 
the next five months the Imperial Army flooded the island with reinforce- 
ments that brought the defenders on Kyushu to fourteen field divisions, three 
tank brigades, and eight independent mixed (infantry) brigades. The aggra- 
vate forces numbered some 900,000 men. In the words of Maj. Gen. Sanada 
Joichiro, the deputy chief of staff of the Second General Army, Field Mar- 
shal Shunroku Hata, the commander of the Second General Army, and his 
staff believed that the struggle for Kyushu would be “the last chance to 
change the war situation in our favor.”!” 
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Feeble naval but formidable air forces backed this ground battle array. The 
Imperial Navy’s surface naval forces amounted to a handful of cruisers, de- 
stroyers, and submarines. Many of these actually served to porter small, 
short-range suicide weapons close to their launching points. But Imperial 
Headquarters decided to devote all of Japan’s airpower to Ketsu-Go. That 
meant converting thousands of training aircraft into suicide planes. By a 
drastic policy of declining combat and dispersing and hiding planes, the Jap- 
anese swelled their combat aircraft inventory in 1945. By midsummer, the 
Japanese fielded more than ten thousand aircraft to confront the invasion, 
about half already earmarked for kamikaze attacks. The great bulk of these 
planes defended Kyushu. 

Overall, the Imperial Army faced severe logistic shortfalls for the Ketsu 
Operation, notably in ammunition and weapon supplies. These acute short- 
ages placed a premium on selecting priorities in distributing available equip- 
ment and ammunition. From the outset, Imperial Headquarters effectively 
staked its fortunes on Kyushu. Moreover, Imperial Headquarters prudently 
aimed to pack Kyushu with ample supplies and arms well before a landing 
and discounted the prospect of substantial replenishment after an invasion. 
As a result of these priorities, the general equipment situation on Kyushu was 
adequate based on a match of the authorized to the actual equipment lev- 
els—it was sumptuous compared to other regions save perhaps Tokyo.4 


Preparations for Internal Defense and Resistance 


Following their experience on Saipan, American planners incorporated 
the prospect of facing a “fanatically hostile population” into their situation es- 
timates for an invasion of Japan. Two subsequent events fortified this expec- 
tation. The Philippines (excluding Leyte) contained 381,550 Japanese. 
Within this total were about 38,280 Japanese civilians, including govern- 
ment officials, businessmen, and farmers (and their families), as well as civil- 
ian employees of the Japanese armed forces. As the U.S. Army official history 
on the campaign would note: “except for the extremely aged and the very 
young, almost all of these Japanese civilians came to serve the armed forces in 
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one way or another.” Almost exactly two-thirds of the 381,550 Japanese in 
the Philippines (not counting Leyte) died, but there is no explicit breakdown 
of losses among these civilians. Then much worse came on Okinawa, where 
at least 35,000 and perhaps as many as 100,000 to 150,000 civilians may have 
perished. 

In March 1945, Imperial Headquarters moved to make this American 
nightmare a reality and to establish a seamless fusion of the military, the gov- 
ernment, and the people. On March 24, Imperial Headquarters directed the 
formation the following month of Area Special Policing units to be placed 
under the area commanders. These organizations would represent the practi- 
cal merger of the governmental and civilian spheres. Every village or town 
would form its own platoon or company composed of local inhabitants, and 
it would become a part of an Area Special Policing unit of about three hun- 
dred. These formations afforded a pool of auxiliary combat or combat sup- 
port units, as illustrated by their direct attachment to operational units, usually 
in coastal areas. The members were scheduled for call-up in May, June, and 
July for periods of three to four days each for rudimentary but morale-boosting 
instruction.1° 

On March 27, Public Law Number 30 mobilized all citizens in the coastal 
areas to contribute to the decisive battle strategy by lending their hands to 
fortification, transportation, construction, or other tasks. This followed the 
decision by the cabinet on March 18 to enact the Decisive Battle Educa- 
tional Measures Guidelines, which suspended all school classes, except grades 
one to six, from April 1, 1945, to March 31, 1946. All of these students—and 
their teachers—would be mobilized for the production of food and military 
supplies, air raid work, and other activities to facilitate the decisive battle. 

On March 23, the cabinet ordered the formation of the Patriotic Citizens 
Fighting Corps across the whole nation. This corps constituted a mechanism 
for inducting the whole body of citizens and permitting military authorities 
to call them up upon invasion. The entire public, in effect, became subject to 
mobilization under the “Volunteer Enlistment Law.” This applied to all men 
from fifteen to sixty years of age and all women seventeen to forty. They were 
organized into Volunteer Fighting units and subject to military discipline 
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and control through the local area commands. The scale of these organiza- 
tions was formidable: a tabular representation of these units in Kumamoto 
prefecture in southern Kyushu, for example, gives a breakdown by subjuris- 
diction and then notes that the figures represented all the citizens in the age 
groups, a total of more than one million persons.1” 

What this sea of civilians lacked besides training was arms and even uni- 
forms. One mobilized high school girl, Yukiko Kasai, found herself issued an 
awl and instructed: “Even killing just one American soldier will do. You must 
prepare to use the awls for self-defense. You must aim at the enemy’s abdo- 
men.” Many civilians found themselves drilling with sharpened staves or 
spears. Japan lacked the cloth to put those civilians now transformed as com- 
batants into uniforms—one senior general spoke of his hope to provide them 
with patches on their civilian clothes. This lack of distinguishing identifica- 
tion would undoubtedly have made it impossible at normal combat range for 
a soldier or marine to identify which civilians represented the Japanese armed 
forces and which did not, a sure prescription for vast numbers of deaths. At 
least one U.S. Fifth Air Force intelligence officer took the Japanese at their 
publicly broadcast word of total mobilization and declared in a July 21 re- 
port: “the entire population of Japan is a proper Military Target... THERE 
ARE NO CIVILIANS IN JAPAN.”!8 

The significance of these designs cannot be exaggerated. Japanese author- 
ities intended this mobilization to create a gigantic pool of untrained men 
and women who would be married to tactical units where they would per- 
form direct combat support and ultimately combat jobs. This would literally 
add tens of millions to the strength of the ground combat units, albeit of lit- 
tle formal combat power due to their lack of training and equipment. It 
would also guarantee huge civilian casualties and make the disturbing Amer- 
ican nightmare of a “fanatically hostile population” a reality. By mustering 
millions of erstwhile civilians into the area swept by bombs, artillery, and small 
arms fire, Japan’s military masters willfully consigned hundreds of thousands 
of their countrymen to death. Moreover, by deliberately tramping down any 
distinctions between combatants and noncombatants, they would compel 
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American soldiers and marines to treat virtually all Japanese as combatants, 
or fail to do so at their peril. 


Ketsu-Go versus Olympic 


American officers subjected the proposed massive amphibious assault on 
Kyushu to several postwar assessments. A comprehensive study by the staff 
of the V Amphibious Corps, while allowing that the struggle would have 
been “costly,” overall tended to deprecate Japanese prospects. The compilers 
of this report, however, acknowledged that they had secured copies of very 
few enemy plans and orders, that demobilization had disorganized and dis- 
persed Japanese units, and that they confronted many conflicts in the testi- 
mony of Japanese officers. This analysis likewise was skewed by the fact that 
the Japanese units facing the V Amphibious Corps were the weakest Im- 
perial Army detachments on Kyushu.” 

Even with the far better perspective offered by the much more compre- 
hensive Japanese material, the assessment of the V Amphibious Corps study 
that Ketsu-Go could not defeat Olympic still appears sound. In essence, 
American firepower and materiel were simply too overpowering to permit 
the defeat of Olympic. While the exact costs of the struggle on Kyushu can 
never be known with certainty, a reasonable approximation can be ventured. 
The Japanese would probably have committed at least a half million combat- 
ants and sustained at least 200,000 to 250,000 killed. Probably another 
380,000 Japanese fatalities would have occurred among the erstwhile civilian 
population, overwhelmingly among those press-ganged into militias. A fair 
speculation on American losses, based on a troop list of about 681,000, the 
lower planning ratio for losses proposed by the JCS planners in April 1945, 
and the campaign lasting no more than ninety days, would yield projected 
casualties of 132,385, including 25,741 killed and missing. To these would be 
added naval casualties ranging from 7,228 to 12,942 killed, and 16,809 to 
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30,098 wounded. This brings combined U.S. land and sea losses to the range 
of 149,194 to 162,483, of whom between 32,969 and 38,683 would be 
killed.?° All of these numbers are based on very conservative assumptions. 

But the real significance of Ketsu-Go versus Olympic does not rest in con- 
jectures about outcomes or human costs. The Japanese comprehended as- 
tutely that they need not repulse Olympic to attain their overarching political 
objective, which was to find the American pain threshold in casualties that 
would induce American policy makers to parley for terms to the taste of 
Japanese militarists. Moreover, they correctly perceived that this threshold 
comprised not just the raw number of losses in Olympic but also the impli- 
cations those casualties carried. The Japanese did not have to reach the ulti- 
mate American pain threshold in the battle against Olympic. They only 
needed to convince U.S. policy makers and the public that the bloodletting 
on Kyushu foretold an unbearable cost to root out all the Japanese defenders 
in the home islands—and perhaps those spread across Asia and the Pacific. 

The American tolerance for casualties to secure unconditional surrender 
was never tested in reality, so it cannot be certified, but there are several 
benchmarks from which it may be judged. First, with total battle deaths for 
the war at 290,907, each additional 29,900 dead increased the war’s cost by 
10 percent. Moreover, and perhaps more telling, the highest death total for 
any one month of the war, 20,325 in March 1945, could easily have been ex- 
ceeded in the first thirty days of Olympic. Because battle casualties fell in 
great disproportion on combat as opposed to support troops, battle casualties 
ashore of only 92,500—a number well within Japanese capabilities—would 
have doubled the losses for the entire war among the assault divisions.”! This 
carried dire implications for combat effectiveness and morale. Any soldier or 
marine infantryman slated for Olympic who believed the atomic bomb saved 
him from death or injury had solid grounds for this belief. The other men 
earmarked for Olympic, whatever their job, would have become unwilling 
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participants in a gigantic and deadly game of kamikaze roulette where ran- 
dom chance determined who lived and who died. 

There is at least one contemporary suggestion of what a key policy maker 
deemed unacceptable: General Marshall recoiled sharply at estimates from 
Gen. Douglas MacArthur’s headquarters in the Pacific of casualties exceed- 
ing 100,000 for Olympic. Indeed, Marshall’s message inviting MacArthur to 
disavow such projections explicitly cited President Truman's sensitivity to ca- 
sualties, plainly a matter with heavy political freight.?? By these measures, if 
Ketsu-Go against an unaltered Olympic produced casualties in the 140,000 
to 160,000 range, the implications for the ultimate cost of obtaining uncon- 
ditional surrender may possibly have been enough to secure Japanese politi- 
cal objectives—or at least Japanese leaders possessed a sound basis to believe 
this. The more probable alternative, however, is that losses in that range in 
Olympic might have driven American strategy back to a blockade and bom- 
bardment aimed at starving out Japan at a cost of millions of deaths, mostly 
civilian. 

In Tokyo, it was not the military but the political implications for Ketsu- 
Go that stood preeminent. According to a postwar statement from Maj. 
Gen. Amano Masakazu, chief of the Operations Section, Imperial General 
Headquarters, assessed the outlook for Ketsu-Go as follows: “We were ab- 
solutely sure of victory. It was the first and the only battle in which the main 
strength of the air, land and sea forces were to be joined. The geographical 
advantages of the homeland were to be utilized to the highest degree, the 
enemy was to be crushed, and we were confident that the battle would prove 
to be the turning point in political maneuvering.” 

The most critical attitude of all was that of War Minister Anami Kore- 
chika, and the evidence on his views is overwhelming. He was convinced that 
Ketsu-Go would succeed. The chief of staff of the Imperial Army, Gen. Umezu 
Yoshijiro, argued even after Soviet intervention that it did not compel sur- 
render because it made no difference in the prospects for Ketsu-Go.”4 A re- 
alistic assessment of Ketsu-Go as the Japanese saw it shows that the belief 
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that Japan could salvage something from her war other than unconditional 
surrender was grounded in solid fact. 


Validation 


Quite apart from the illumination of retrospective assessments, powerful 
contemporary validation for Ketsu-Go emerges from the reaction of U.S. 
leaders once radio intelligence compromised Japanese plans. American intel- 
ligence originally calculated that on November 1, 1945, the scheduled date 
for Olympic, the Japanese would protect Kyushu with only six field divisions, 
and just three of these would defend the southern Kyushu target area. The 
Japanese were expected to deploy ultimately eight to ten field divisions with 
an aggregate of 350,000 troops against Olympic. The Imperial Army and 
Imperial Navy would have available only 2,500 to 3,000 planes to support 
these troops. 

From July 9 and continuing well into August, radio intelligence (code- 
named Ultra or Magic) unmasked the massive buildup of Japanese forces in 
the homeland in general and the even more disturbing evidence of a huge 
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bolstering of Kyushu centered on the proposed landing areas. By war’s end, 
intelligence had identified thirteen of the fourteen field divisions (nine in the 
southern half of the island) and five of the eleven brigades on Kyushu. The 
final revised estimate of August 20 credited the Japanese with all fourteen 
field divisions and an aggregate of 625,000 troops on Kyushu.7° 

An equally dark picture emerged with regard to Japanese airpower, al- 
though differences existed between various intelligence centers. By the sur- 
render date the newly created Joint Army-Navy Committee on the Japanese 
Air Forces estimated Japanese air strength in the homeland at 5,911. The 
intelligence center for the Commander in Chief Pacific Fleet (CINCPAC) 
calculated by August 13 that the Japanese had 10,290 aircraft available for 
homeland defense. The actual total was about 10,700.?” 

As this collage of alarming intelligence accumulated, it was passed to civilian 
and uniformed leaders. By July 29, Maj. Gen. Charles A. Willoughby, General 
MacArthur's intelligence chief, declared that further unchecked increase of 
Japanese strength on Kyushu threatened “to grow to [the] point where we attack 
on a ratio of one (1) to one (1) which is not the recipe for victory.””8 

Senior staff officers of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in Washington shared 
doubts about Olympic with Willoughby and Nimitz. “There is every indica- 
tion that the Japanese have been giving the highest priority to the defense of 
Kyushu and particularly to southern Kyushu,” noted the Joint Intelligence 
Committee (JIC) in an early August report. It rated southern Kyushu, fol- 
lowed by Shikoku, northern Kyushu, and the Kanto plain, as the focus of 
Japanese attention.” 

The day the first atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, August 6, in 
Washington the Joint War Plans Committee of the Joint Chiefs of Staff for- 
warded a report entitled “Alternatives to ‘Olympic’” to the Joint Staff Plan- 
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ners, a body just below the Joint Chiefs themselves. Noting the alarming fresh 
intelligence estimates of Japanese preparations on Kyushu, the committee 
observed: “The possible effect upon Olympic operations of this build-up and 
concentration is such that it is considered commanders in the field should re- 
view their estimates of the situation, reexamine objectives in Japan as possi- 
ble alternatives to Olympic, and prepare plans for operations against such 
alternate objectives.” An attached draft message to MacArthur and Nimitz 
commented that while the dramatic increase in Japanese strength did not yet 
require a change of the directive, it did compel focus on the prospects for 
Olympic and mandate that commanders formulate “alternate plans and sub- 
mit timely recommendations.” It advised, “Operations against extreme north- 
ern Honshu, against the Sendai area, and directly against the Kanto Plain are 
now under intensive study [in Washington].”°° 

The Joint Staff Planners formally reviewed these reports on August 8, two 
days after Hiroshima and one day before Nagasaki. Probably because of this 
timing, the minutes of their meeting show the planners temporized. They 
“took note of ... the fact that the Joint War Plans Committee is preparing 
studies on alternate objectives with a view to presentation to the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff.”31 

But General Marshall had already acted. On August 7, Washington time, 
he sent the following dispatch to MacArthur: 


Intelligence reports on Jap dispositions which have been presented to me 
and which I understand have been sent to your Staff are that the Japanese 
have undertaken a large buildup both of divisions and of air forces in 
Kyushu and Southern Honshu. The air buildup is reported as including a 
large component of suicide planes which the intelligence estimate here con- 
siders are readily available for employment only in the vicinity of their pres- 
ent bases. Concurrently with the reported reinforcement of Kyushu, the 
Japanese are reported to have reduced forces north of the Tokyo plain to a 
point where the defensive capabilities in Northern Honshu and Hokkaido 
appear to be extraordinarily weak viewed from the standpoint of the 
Japanese General Staff. The question has arisen in my mind as to whether 
the Japanese may not be including some deception in the sources from 
which our intelligence is being drawn. 

In order to assist in discussions likely to arise here on the meaning of re- 
ported dispositions in Japan proper and possible alternate objectives to 
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Olympic, such as Tokyo, Sendai [northern Honshu], Ominato [extreme 
northern Honshu], I would appreciate your personal estimate of the Jap- 
anese intentions and capabilities as related to your current directive and 
available resources. 


Marshall provided a copy of this message to Admiral William Leahy, Tru- 
man’s chief of staff.>? 

“T am certain,” intoned MacArthur in the expeditious “personal estimate” 
of August 9, “that the Japanese air potential reported to you as accumulating 
to counter our Olympic operation is greatly exaggerated.” While he allowed 
the possibility of some increases on Kyushu, he deprecated “the heavy strengths 
reported to you in southern Kyushu.” MacArthur insisted that Allied tactical 
airpower, in addition to the B-29 force, would “quickly seek out and destroy” 
Japanese air potential and “practically immobilize” and “greatly weaken” 
Japanese ground forces in southern Kyushu. 

“In my opinion,” declared MacArthur, “there should not be the slightest 
thought of changing the Olympic operation.” The purpose of Olympic, he 
stressed, was to obtain air bases to cover a strike into “the industrial heart of 
Japan.” Olympic was “sound and will be successful.” After critiquing the pro- 
posed alternatives, MacArthur ended with a peroration that selectively re- 
called history and played up to Marshall’s own admitted doubts that perhaps 
the Japanese had cleverly managed to hoodwink Ultra: “Throughout the 
Southwest Pacific Area campaigns, as we have neared an operation intelli- 
gence has invariably pointed to greatly increased enemy forces. Without ex- 
ception, this buildup has been found to be erroneous. In this particular case, 
the destruction that is going on in Japan would seem to indicate that it is very 
probable that the enemy is resorting to deception.” 

MacArthur’s conclusion contained an extraordinarily brazen lie about past 
history in his theater, where his intelligence officers consistently underesti- 
mated, not overestimated, Japanese strength. But behind this lie was some- 
thing else. Marshall had observed to Secretary of War Henry Stimson in 
December 1944 that MacArthur was “so prone to exaggerate and so influ- 
enced by his own desires that it is difficult to trust his judgment.”*? It defies 
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logic to doubt that MacArthur's resort to falsehood now was motivated in 
large measure by his personal interest in commanding the greatest amphibi- 
ous assault in history. 

After receipt of MacArthur's self-serving estimate late on August 9 (Wash- 
ington time), Admiral King moved to intervene decisively in the controversy 
over Olympic. He gathered both Marshall’s original query and MacArthur's 
reply into a package and sent both “Eyes Only” to Nimitz asking CINCPAC 
for “your comments.” But while King passed the order for a response “Eyes 
Only” to Nimitz, he required that Nimitz send a copy of his “comments” to 
MacArthur. King did not, however, set a deadline for Nimitz’s response. 

King clearly aimed to bring on an explosive interservice confrontation 
over Olympic, and probably the whole invasion strategy. On April 30, he had 
informed his colleagues on the Joint Chiefs of Staff that he agreed to permit 
orders to be issued for an invasion only so that the necessary preparations 
could be put in train to maintain that option. But he also had warned that the 
Joint Chiefs would be revisiting this issue in August or September. Now, pre- 
cisely as he predicted, this had come to pass.*4 

Nimitz had advised King “Eyes Only” on May 25 that he no longer sup- 
ported an invasion of Japan, and thus no army officer was aware of this fact. 
King now forced Nimitz either to avow support for Olympic (an action that 
can be safely ruled out given the intelligence developments since May 25) or 
to break the interservice consensus behind Olympic in particular and the in- 
vasion strategy in general. It was obvious that if Nimitz withdrew his en- 
dorsement of Olympic, he would create a major confrontation with the army 
institutionally, as well as personally between MacArthur and himself. By the 
time Nimitz received King’s order, however, a second atomic bomb had been 
dropped and the Soviet Union had entered the war. Moreover, very shortly 
thereafter evidence appeared for the first time that Japan might be seriously 
contemplating peace. Indeed, the next major message from King to Nimitz, 
only some thirteen hours after the order for Nimitz to declare his position on 
Olympic, began, “This is a peace warning.” Nimitz understandably hesitated 
to see if events would deliver him from the onerous duty of igniting what was 
certain to be a firestorm over American strategy to end the war.* 
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While Nimitz temporized, on August 12 Marshall received a situation es- 
timate from Maj. Gen. Clayton Bissell, his chief intelligence officer. Bissell 
projected that “large, well disciplined, well armed, undefeated Japanese 
ground forces have a capacity to offer stubborn fanatic resistance to Allied 
ground operations in the homeland and may inflict heavy Allied casualties.” 
Bissell further calculated, “Atomic bombs will not have a decisive effect in 
the next 30 days.”°° The following day, August 13, Maj. Gen. John E. Hull, 
the assistant chief of staff for operations at the War Department, telephoned 
Col. L. E. Seeman of the Manhattan Project at the express direction of 
General Marshall. Hull explained that the chief of staff believed the two 
atomic bombs “have had a tremendous effect on the Japanese as far as capit- 
ulation is concerned,” but Marshall doubted that further atomic bombing 
would influence any Japanese decision to end the war. Therefore, Marshall 
commissioned Hull to examine an alternative strategy to reserve all addi- 
tional atomic weapons produced and then deploy them in direct (that is, tac- 
tical) support of the invasion “rather than [on] industry, morale, psychology, 
etc.” The upshot of this conference was an estimate that seven bombs proba- 
bly would be ready for use by October 31.97 

Thus, in the last weeks of the war American leaders faced the prospect 
that Ketsu-Go had made Olympic not unnecessary but unthinkable. They 
were embroiled in the opening moves of a massive confrontation between the 
army and navy over the whole invasion strategy. 


Diplomatic Intercepts 


As noted above, a major issue in the controversy over how the Pacific War 
ended surrounds American comprehension of Japanese diplomacy through 
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message intercepts. The significance of these messages, however, must be 
viewed in light of their full disclosures as to the authority and substance of 
Japanese peace maneuvers. They also must be judged against the backdrop of 
the military intercepts. 

The body of evidence customarily cited by critics as evidence of Japan’s 
efforts to end the war comprises an assortment of messages from Japanese 
diplomats as well as certain military or naval attachés in Europe. These in- 
dividuals sent dispatches from Stockholm, Switzerland, and the Vatican. 
Some of them also contacted American diplomats or officers of the Office 
of Strategic Services (OSS). But the intercepts revealed that these individ- 
uals must be styled as “peace entrepreneurs” because none of them—with 
the sole exception of the Japanese ambassador in Moscow—represented 
the policy of the Japanese government. The official stand of the Japanese 
government was the Fundamental Policy adopted in June 1945 and ex- 
pressly sanctioned by the emperor. This declared that Japan would fight to 
the finish. None of these diplomats in Europe possessed any official au- 
thority to deviate from that policy—a fact made clear to American policy 
makers by code breaking.** 

The exception to this picture arose in extreme secrecy within an inner cab- 
inet formally titled the Supreme Council for the Direction of the War. 
Known in shorthand as the Big Six, this body consisted of Prime Minister 
Suzuki Kantaro, Foreign Minister Togo Shigenori, Army Minister Anami 
Korechika, Navy Minister Yonai Mitsumasa, Chief of the Imperial Army 
General Staff Umezu Yoshijiro, and Chief of the Imperial Navy General 
Staff Toyoda Soemu. The Big Six contrived an initiative in May 1945 to se- 
cure the services of the Soviet Union as a mediator to negotiate an end to the 
war. The emperor intervened in June 1945 to buttress this effort by authoriz- 
ing a special envoy acting in his name to pursue the démarche. What essen- 
tially prevented this initiative from success, and indeed what severed it from 
reality, was the requirement that the Big Six could act only with unanimous 
agreement. In fact, the Big Six could never agree upon what Japan would 
offer the Soviet Union for its services as a mediator. The Big Six never even 
reached a substantive discussion of what terms Japan would find acceptable 
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for terminating hostilities because War Minister Anami insisted that Japan 
had not lost the war.>? 

Thanks to the diligent work of U.S. and British code breakers, Japan’s 
secret diplomatic traffic was routinely available to policy makers. The inter- 
cepts appeared in a daily publication known as the Magic Diplomatic Sum- 
mary. This summary was distributed to a select band of officials, with the 
White House at the top of the list. But in order to maintain security, the 
daily summaries were available for perusal only for that day. After the policy 
maker examined his copy, it was retrieved and all but a record copy destroyed. 
Hence, the editors of the summary drafted it like a small daily newspaper. 
Topics appeared under headlines. The editors provided continuity and con- 
text for the messages because the recipients did not have a library of back 
copies. The editors employed both summary and verbatim quotation of key 
passages from the messages.*? 

Besides the Magic Diplomatic Summary the intervention by the emperor 
in June 1945 with regard to the Soviet initiative also generated a separate 
analysis. This was forwarded on June 13 to General Marshall, who was at the 
Potsdam conference. This analysis termed the prospect that the initiative 
represented a genuine effort of the emperor to intervene in favor of peace de- 
spite opposition from the military as “remote.” It assessed as the probable 
motivating force behind this move a well-coordinated effort by the Japanese 
government to stave off defeat in the belief that Soviet intervention could be 
purchased at a proper price and that an attractive peace offer would appeal to 
war weariness in the United States. The message to General Marshall noted 
that Assistant Secretary of State Joseph Grew, the leading Japanese expert 
within the U.S. government, agreed with these conclusions.‘ 

A reading of all of Magic Diplomatic Summaries does not disclose a Japan 
teetering near capitulation. First, as noted above, the summaries clearly re- 
veal that only the effort through the Japanese ambassador to Moscow carried 
any official sanction. Second, an examination of the exchanges between the 
Japanese ambassador to Moscow and the foreign minister discloses a chasm 
between Japanese aspirations and any real prospect for peace. The Japanese 
ambassador in Moscow was Sato Naotake, a former foreign minister. He was 
not one to mince words at this time of crisis. Sato challenged the very bona 
fides of the effort. He demanded to know on July 15 whether the effort car- 
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ried any official sanction from the government and military in light of the 
Fundamental Policy adopted in early June to continue the war to the end.” 

Sato’s wires also raised a constant refrain: there was no prospect of enlist- 
ing Soviet help unless Japan could articulate concrete terms for ending the 
war. On July 13, Sato flatly told Tokyo that the best Japan could hope for was 
“virtually [the] equivalent of unconditional surrender.” On July 17, Foreign 
Minister Togo responded with a message pointing out: “Please bear particu- 
larly in mind, however, that we are not seeking the Russians’ mediation for 
anything like unconditional surrender.” This provoked a rejoinder from Am- 
bassador Sato in Moscow that he wished to clarify his position—that when 
he stated that the best Japan would hope for was virtually unconditional sur- 
render, he meant that this must include the maintenance of the imperial in- 
stitution. The Magic Diplomatic Summary of July 22, 1945, correctly informed 
its readers that Sato’s message had “advocated unconditional surrender pro- 
vided the Imperial House was preserved.” Thus, the Magic Diplomatic Sum- 
mary demonstrates that the concept of a modified unconditional surrender 
assuring the continuation of the imperial institution was placed squarely be- 
fore the key decision makers in Japan in mid-July 1945. This is precisely the 
diplomatic move that critics argued could have procured Japan’s surrender 
without recourse to atomic bombs. What then was the foreign minister’s 
reply? Togo responded flatly that Japan was unable to consent to uncondi- 
tional surrender “under any circumstances whatever.”*’ Thus, the Magic Diplo- 
matic Summary shows that U.S. policy makers could see by July 22, 1945, 
that merely advancing some guarantee of the imperial institution was not 
sufficient to obtain a Japanese capitulation. 

But still more telling than the contents of these diplomatic intercepts is 
their context. The relative trickle of diplomatic intercepts stood in contrast to 
a torrent of military intercepts. Those military intercepts demonstrated with- 
out exception that Japan was preparing for a final battle at the very sites of 
the proposed invasion. No American decision maker in 1945 doubted that it 
was the militarists, not Japan’s Foreign Service, that dominated policy mak- 
ing in Japan. Nor could any American policy maker forget that Japanese 
diplomats were conducting sham negotiations in Washington at the time of 
Pearl Harbor. Thus, there was not one stream of intercepts but two. And the 
one that carried the most weight demonstrated not only that there was no 
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prospect for negotiation to end the war but also that American presumptions 
as late as June 1945 as to the prospects for an invasion were grossly wrong. 


II. The Farewell Address 


The Decision 


What might have struck Harry Truman as one of the oddest twists in the 
controversy over the atomic bombs is the dispute over whether he, in fact, 
“decided” to use them. On the one hand, historian Gar Alperovitz agrees 
with President Truman in a backhanded fashion. In The Decision to Use the 
Atomic Bomb and the Architecture of an American Myth, Alperovitz argues that 
American leaders consciously chose to use the atomic bombs, even though 
they realized the bombs no longer were needed to secure Japan’s surrender. 
Ulterior purposes motivated that choice, specifically the intimidation of the 
Soviet Union. The late Stanley Goldberg advanced a mutation of this posi- 
tion. He allowed that the bombs might well have been used to save lives and 
to intimidate the Soviets. But Goldberg argued that two other factors weighed 
in the decision to use the bomb: the desire of the civilian and military leaders 
who directed the Manhattan Project to protect their reputations, and the 
manipulations fueled by the personal ambitions of the project’s director, Maj. 
Gen. Leslie Groves.“4 

The rival school ironically argues that Truman did not make a decision in 
the robust sense that the president himself carefully examined and weighed 
alternatives or settled a division among his advisers. This school presents the 
events as the virtually inevitable implementation of a long-standing assump- 
tion. That assumption, born at the same moment as the decision to create the 
bomb, was that if it would work, it would be used.* As Downfall records, the 
presumption that the bomb would be used represented 


a key element in Roosevelt’s potent legacy to Truman. Thus, any notion 
that these policy makers agonized over the question of use or that Truman 
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made a personal and lonely decision to use the bomb misconstrues the de- 
cision process. Later, Groves stated that Truman's decision was one of non- 
interference—basically, a “decision not to upset the existing plans.” But 
Truman’s noninterference transpired in the context of a policy that arrived 
before him carrying the unanimous sanction of his principal advisers on the 
issue, all of whom save Byrnes had similarly served Roosevelt. None of 
these advisers had been moved to reexamine the issue of use, and thus there 
was no catalyst for Truman to do so.*° 


With the benefit of further reflection on these matters and particularly on 
Truman himself, I would amend my analysis. It still remains, in my view, best 
to regard these events objectively as a process involving the implementation 
of an assumption. Further, Ultra and Magic disclosures on the Japanese build- 
up to resist the invasion and Japanese diplomacy certainly buttressed any as- 
sumption about using the bombs. These disclosures would almost certainly 
have trumped any substantive challenge to unleashing nuclear weapons. But 
the implementation of an assumption framework ignores or understates an- 
other aspect of the process. As Truman had not been party to the secret of 
the atomic bomb, as were his advisers, it cannot be fairly argued that he was 
operating from the same long-standing assumption. Moreover, even if you 
see the order as inevitable in the context of the objective circumstances of July 
1945, Truman knew what anyone with command responsibility knows: you 
bear the ultimate responsibility for acts or omissions on your watch. Thus, 
when Harry Truman emphasized it was his decision, he was affirming his 
enormous subjective sense of ultimate responsibility. 


Casualties 


In the Farewell Address, Truman justified the use of the atomic bombs 
against Japan on essentially utilitarian grounds. He maintained that the rea- 
son he authorized their use was to save lives, both American and Japanese. 
The number of lives saved he figured to be in the hundreds of thousands. 
Among the many strands within the controversy over the atomic bombs, this 
is the area labeled as “the casualty issue.” It bids to be the most passionately 
debated part of the controversy. 

The main lines of the debate are as follows. Critics allege that there was 
no contemporary justification for the huge figures for potential American 
losses to invade Japan offered after the war by Truman and members of his 
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government, particularly Secretary of War Stimson. They hold that the con- 
temporary documents, particularly those prepared for a key meeting on June 
18, 1945, provide far lower figures. They vehemently insist that there is no 
contemporary support for the assertion by Stimson in an influential article in 
1947 that U.S. losses could have reached the one million range. They also 
point out that Truman after 1945 was inconsistent in his statements about 
potential U.S. casualties and at various times offered numbers from the hun- 
dreds of thousands to a half-million deaths. In sum, they essentially charge 
that U.S. leaders in 1945 did not fear huge U.S. casualties and therefore ret- 
rospective citation of such numbers is not only without justification and thus 
false, but also constitutes evidence that there must have been some other “real 
reason” the United States used atomic bombs.*” 

Truman's defenders have countered with various arguments. Many of 
them, particularly veterans who were earmarked to participate in the invasion 
of Japan, insist just as vehemently that one million casualties is realistic. To 
some of them, the one million figure has assumed talismanic significance.*® I 
believe that Truman’s defenders are far closer to the truth than his critics, but 
the reasons for this are more complex than most of his defenders have artic- 
ulated. Here, however, there is only space for a synopsis. 

Let me start with a brief tutorial for those unversed in the military lexicon. 
The word casualty is not a synonym for death. “Casualties” include service mem- 
bers who are killed, wounded, and missing. “Missing” is a category for those un- 
accounted for after battle. They may be prisoners of war, or they may have been 
killed, but their remains have not been recovered. The ratio of those killed to 
those wounded was roughly four to one, with the missing constituting an addi- 
tional few percentage points of the total ground casualties. Against the Japanese, 
missing usually translated into dead, but with the remains not recovered. In sea 
and air combat, the ratios of killed to wounded generally ran closer to one to 
one. More individuals went missing, but again most of them perished.” 
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While casualties certainly figured in the strategic deliberations of the JCS, 
it was almost invariably only on a broad subjective basis. The key reason for 
this was that there were too many variables, some of which were always un- 
known beforehand, to predict casualties precisely. In fact, there was no agreed 
method for making such predictions either at the level of the JCS or even be- 
tween the two Pacific Theater commanders.*° Efforts at quantitative esti- 
mates of potential casualties rested in the warrants of those charged with 
providing personnel replacements and medical treatment. 

What is unusual about the invasion of Japan is that for once the JCS did 
find the issue of such significance that it was addressed quantitatively. In the 
final paper adopted by the JCS as its policy statement on the invasion, there 
is a section on casualties. This section, however, does not give absolute totals. 
Rather it offers analogies to protracted operations in Europe and a sample of 
Pacific campaigns. These analogies are drawn only as a formula for casualties 
per thousands of men committed to the campaign per day. Obtaining an 
overall figure requires taking the formula in that paper and multiplying it out, 
using the number of men committed and an estimated length for the cam- 
paign in days. When you do this you get eye-popping numbers ranging from 
approximately 349,000 to 1.2 million for Downfall.>! 

Throughout 1945, Secretary of War Stimson was plagued by profound 
doubts as to whether he had made a grave error in setting the size of the army 
ground forces. He feared the army was too small to finish the war with both 
Germany and particularly Japan. In this running controversy, he commis- 
sioned an outside study by two academics to determine whether the selective 
service system and the army were properly geared to draft and to train suffi- 
cient men to meet the demands of finishing the war with Japan. This study 
affirmed the plans in effect. Those plans provided for 1.2 million men to enter 
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the services on an annual basis from June 1945. Of these, the army alone 
planned to turn out about 764,000 infantry replacements. In other words, in 
1945 America was prepared to replace more than one million men in its armed 
forces each annum.°? 

Truman called a meeting in June 1945 to address the invasion of Japan. 
The memorandum summoning the JCS to this conference explicitly stated 
that casualties were his chief concern. In preparation for this meeting, the 
army massaged the estimates downward to produce projections of 193,500 
casualties for Olympic and Coronet, of which 43,500 would be deaths. But 
the army did not even present these numbers to Truman. Rather, it simply 
presented some analogies of loss ratios in various Pacific battles.* 

Then, as noted above, the radio intelligence revelations demonstrated that 
Japanese strength on Kyushu and before Tokyo vastly exceeded prior esti- 
mates, thus implying drastically greater casualties. As far as we know, how- 
ever, no one bothered to attempt a recalculation of likely casualties. Instead, 
the validity of the whole operation was placed in doubt. When Truman met 
with his key advisers to examine the initial Japanese peace proposal on 
August 10, Secretary of War Stimson warned that if an organized capitula- 
tion of Japanese armed forces could not be obtained, the United States might 
face “a score of bloody Iwo Jimas and Okinawas all over China and the New 
Netherlands (Indonesia).” A score of Iwo Jimas translates into 634,100 casu- 
alties (including 171,720 killed and missing), while a score of Okinawas 
equals 982,660 casualties (including 250,400 killed and missing).°* And 
Stimson’s remarks do no¢ include casualties in an invasion of Japan. 

So what does all this tell us about the great controversy as to potential 
American losses in an invasion of Japan? First, the root problem was that no 
American policy maker knew with assurance whether it would be possible to 
obtain an organized surrender by Japan’s government and armed forces. If 
Japan’s armed forces did not surrender, the United States faced an unpre- 
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dictable future with the prospect of defeating in detail four to five million 
Japanese combatants across the home islands, the Asian continent, and the 
Pacific. This was the scenario Secretary of War Stimson referred to in his 
1947 article that used the million figure. Cast in this light, there is nothing 
exaggerated about such a number. Indeed, Stimson by analogy made the 
same point on August 10, 1945, long before any controversy arose, so the ar- 
gument that the million number was invented after the fact has no validity. 
Second, there was no single officially sanctioned method for estimating po- 
tential casualties. Third, anyone of ordinary common sense could foresee that 
American casualties might fall anywhere along a wide spectrum ranging 
from the hundreds of thousands to a million. Indeed, if the campaign in 
Japan degenerated into guerrilla warfare stretching out for years as Admiral 
Leahy cautioned at the meeting on June 18, 1945, it was by no means clear 
that a million was the top end of the range.°> The reality that there was a 
spectrum of realistic numbers also is consistent with the fact that various 
numbers were provided by Truman over the years. 

More important, there is no doubt that Truman and others were pro- 
foundly concerned about casualties. The written record shows Truman stated 
this clearly in June 1945. Certainly, Secretary of War Stimson was con- 
cerned. The navy, in fact, believed that an actual invasion of Japan was folly 
precisely because of the likely huge casualties, but the navy did not bother to 
quantify that number; instead, King aimed for the jugular: kill any invasion 
plan in August or September 1945. Only the army, and only to sell the inva- 
sion in June, jiggled the estimates downward—probably because the army 
sincerely believed what proved to be faulty estimates of likely Japanese 
strength. Finally, as to American casualties, by early August 1945 it was star- 
tling clear from radio intelligence that any prior estimate of U.S. losses was 
woefully inadequate because it did not account for the huge increases in 
Japanese deployment to meet Olympic and Coronet. 

There is yet another dimension to the casualty issue that, in my view, has 
not been sufficiently factored into this debate. Soviet intervention was not 
cost free in terms of civilian casualties. On the Asian continent, some 2.7 
million Japanese nationals fell into Soviet hands in 1945. Only a third of 
these were military personnel. Of this total, between about 340,000 and 
370,000 died or disappeared in Soviet hands. Most of these were civilians. As 
we now know, the Soviets were on the cusp of landing on Hokkaido, the 
main northerly home island, as the war ended. Had the Soviets seized 
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Hokkaido and inflicted the same loss on civilians, another 400,000 Japanese 
would have perished. In China, some ten to possibly twenty-two million died 
during World War II, about 80 percent of them noncombatants. That is a 
rate of approximately 100,000 to 200,000 per month. Thus, permitting the 
war to continue added to the Chinese death toll at that rate. Finally, as I dis- 
cuss in detail in a chapter in What If? 2, had the war continued for even a few 
weeks, the switch of American strategic bombing to the Japanese rail system 
would have triggered a famine that would have killed millions of Japanese by 
November 1946.°” Thus, alternatives to the nuclear weapons were not cost 
free, nor did the use of the bombs represent the most costly manner in which 
the war might end. 


The Omissions 


For good reason, allied radio intelligence success in World War II was 
called the Ultra Secret. For nearly thirty years only modest fragments of the 
story about American success against Japanese codes leaked out, primarily 
involving the intercepts prior to Pearl Harbor, the success before the Battle of 
Midway, and a few diplomatic intercepts in 1945. A veil remained over the 
massive penetration of Japanese systems, and a complete blackout masked 
the success against the German cryptographic systems.*® 

There are two fundamental reasons the secret was preserved. The first was 
the honor of those with knowledge of the success who observed their pledge 
of silence. It is amazing that literally thousands possessed at least some part 
of the secret, yet with only a handful of exceptions, nothing leaked out. A 
good example is the diary of Secretary of War Stimson. Although the diary 
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contains many references to the atomic bomb, it contains no recognizable 
references to code breaking. But I suspect that another reason the secret was 
maintained was pragmatic. Because the recipients only had transitory oppor- 
tunities to read intelligence reports based on Ultra or Magic, and were for- 
bidden to maintain written records, it would have been nearly impossible for 
any policy maker to recall details of the intercepts. For example, just between 
April 12 and August 15, the daily Magic Diplomatic Summary provided to 
President Truman totaled 2,068 pages. Military intercepts would have at 
least equaled this number.°? 

Had Truman or the members of his government been at liberty to set out 
the evidence provided by radio intelligence, it is hard to envision the contro- 
versy arising, or certainly evolving as it did. What might President Truman 
have said? I would suggest the following amendments to the Farewell 
Address would have summarized his case. 


Meanwhile, the first atomic explosion took place out in the New Mexico 
desert. 

The war against Japan was still going on. We did not know whether the 
Japanese government would surrender. We did not know whether the mil- 
lions of Japanese soldiers and sailors under arms would obey the decision of 
the government to surrender. We knew from decoded Japanese messages 
that Japanese leaders in Tokyo would not accept a surrender that would de- 
prive them of the power to rule Japan and prepare for another war. We also 
knew that they were preparing a gigantic battle against our planned inva- 
sion and that they had anticipated exactly where we intended to land. With 
this knowledge, I made the decision that the atomic bomb had to be used to 
end the war. I made the decision with the conviction it would save hundreds 
of thousands of lives—Japanese as well as American. 


With these phrases President Truman could have set out the key facts 
about this momentous event and probably foreclosed or reshaped any sub- 
sequent controversy. But to do so would have been to damage his country 
with startling revelations about what came to be called Ultra Secret. Per- 
haps characteristically, even when his personal reputation was near a nadir, 
Harry Truman refused to place self above country. 
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Fewer than a dozen paragraphs of Harry S. Truman’s Farewell Address to 
the American People deal with what might be termed general foreign policy 
or international relations. Yet these relatively brief passages highlight some of 
the most important and far-reaching international initiatives in U.S. history: 
the founding of the United Nations in 1945; the expulsion of Soviet troops 
from Iran in 1946; the Truman Doctrine in the spring of 1947; the Marshall 
Plan that June; the Berlin airlift of 1948-1949; the postwar U.S. military as- 
sistance program; and the postwar U.S.-initiated security pacts. Truman's 
motivation in enumerating his foreign policy successes, as Richard Kirken- 
dall makes clear, was to rebut contemporary critics who viewed his presi- 
dency as a failure, particularly in the area of foreign relations. Given Truman's 
keen sense of history, he was writing for future readers as well. For in the end, 
Truman believed that historians, not his contemporaries, would set his repu- 
tation and rank him in relation to his thirty-two predecessors—and, as of 
this writing, now ten successors. As he himself proclaimed, “It’s our duty to 
tell our viewpoint, and then let future generations decide what’s right and 
wrong.”! Although Truman was not speaking directly about the Farewell 
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Address here, his remarks surely sum up his sentiments about one of its pur- 
poses. 

During his time in the White House, Harry Truman’s approval ratings 
were, quite simply, abysmal. Poll after poll taken throughout his presidency 
revealed substantial voter criticism, rising dissatisfaction with his job perfor- 
mance, and general concern about his fitness for office. At its lowest point 
(late 1951), his approval rating was only 23 percent, lower even than Richard 
Nixon’s at the peak of the Watergate scandal. To be sure, Truman’s poor 
standing was not solely related to his foreign policy. Critics of that policy 
were vocal enough, however, to create the popular perception that Truman’s 
foreign policy record left much to be desired.” 

As Truman no doubt expected, historians have been much kinder, and 
polls and surveys of scholars have consistently judged him a successful presi- 
dent. Some polls count him among the nation’s all-time ten “best” chief ex- 
ecutives. Others rank him as “near great,” just a notch below the agreed-upon 
“big four”: Abraham Lincoln, Franklin D. Roosevelt, George Washington, 
and Thomas Jefferson. Truman’s Farewell Address, while not the source of 
the thirty-third president’s rising status among historians, certainly makes a 
case for high standing by laying out his accomplishments, both generally and 
in the specific case of foreign relations. With regard to the latter, many of 
those traits on which Truman has been judged most highly, such as tough- 
ness and decisiveness, are directly evident in his administration’s various in- 
ternational initiatives. 
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At its most basic level, Harry Truman's Farewell Address opens a window 
into what Truman himself considered to be the primary accomplishments of 
his administration. It also provides an opportunity to assess the president’s 
claims. How have historians judged the various foreign policy “triumphs” de- 
tailed in Truman's address? Was Truman’s use of history both in shaping his 
foreign policy in practice and in evaluating it in the address accurate and ap- 
propriate? (In other words, did Truman truly “learn” from history?) Did the 
Truman administration's foreign policy really mark the triumph of interna- 
tionalism, as the address maintains? And how did the Farewell Address seek, 
albeit indirectly, to present Truman’s conception of the U.S. national identity 
during the early Cold War period? These and related questions provide the 
basis for what follows. 


Before examining the specific foreign policy accomplishments detailed in 
the Farewell Address, some general observations are appropriate. One is to 
note the overwhelming focus on the Cold War among the policies included 
in the address, a focus that makes perfect sense given Truman’s belief, expressed 
in the address, that that conflict had overshadowed American life during his 
administration and was “the overriding issue of our time.” Upon considera- 
tion, in fact, it becomes clear that the foreign policy Truman outlines forms a 
coherent whole organized around containing Soviet expansion as a prelude 
to eventually destroying the Communist system worldwide. As the subse- 
quent discussion will reveal, the initiatives outlined in the address also focus 
in great measure on efforts in Europe and the Mediterranean. The address 
omits almost entirely the world’s developing nations, or what some label the 
Third World. This First World focus, when coupled with the emphasis on 
the Cold War, results in an address that slights large portions of the globe— 
portions that would become crucial for the foreign policies of Truman’s 
successors. Finally, the foreign relations successes that Truman outlines all 
demonstrate strength and decisiveness, or what might simply be termed grit, 
traits that have helped Truman attain and retain his present high place 
among rankings of presidential success. With these basic observations in 
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mind, a look at the specific foreign policy initiatives Truman outlines is now 
in order. 

The first initiative to be addressed in Truman's roughly chronological sur- 
vey is the San Francisco Conference to create the United Nations. As 
Truman notes, the conference was planned long before he assumed the pres- 
idency, and it was his “first decision” as president to hold it as scheduled, less 
than two weeks after the death of Franklin D. Roosevelt. Truman goes on in 
the address to herald the United Nations, which embodied the principles ar- 
ticulated in the 1941 Atlantic Charter, as one of the great foreign policy suc- 
cesses of his administration. Perhaps more important for a president ever 
cognizant of the role of history in shaping his policies, both foreign and do- 
mestic, Truman notes in his address that by taking a leading role in helping 
“to found and to sustain the United Nations,” the United States was some- 
how atoning for its post-World War I failure to join the League of Nations. 
Clearly, Truman saw U.S. membership in the United Nations as a positive 
development—and one, in his eyes, that helped to prevent a third world war. 
Indeed, proof of his faith in the United Nations comes in the fact that fur- 
thering its goals played a prominent role in the justifications that he and 
other members of his administration would make for other important for- 
eign policy initiatives outlined in the Farewell Address—namely, the Truman 
Doctrine and the Marshall Plan.* 

Historians have joined Truman in seeing the formation of the United Na- 
tions as a positive development, though they have tempered their praise with 
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realistic assessments of the organization’s shortcomings. In 1945, there were 
high hopes that the United Nations would ultimately maintain world peace 
and prevent conflict. Supporters believed it would accomplish what the League 
of Nations had not: true collective security and prosperity the world over. 
And since then, it has accomplished quite a lot.° But given the grossly over- 
inflated expectations that surrounded its creation, it was perhaps inevitable 
that the United Nations would disappoint. It often became mired in the Cold 
War tensions that gripped so many other facets of life in the postwar period. 
At times, too, it became a tool of the large powers and did not always give 
smaller states a chance to exert their influence, although this was more true 
of the Security Council than of the General Assembly. It did not always ful- 
fill the promise of its much-ballyhooed charter. It did not prevent war. And it 
embodied an unwise and perhaps even utopian idealism of world cooperation 
that failed to take account of human foibles and fallibility.° Nevertheless, the 
world is better for the existence of the United Nations, and Truman is justi- 
fied in highlighting the role he played in bringing it into existence. 

The second foreign policy action that Truman mentions in his address— 
and the first that can be entirely attributed to him—is the successful 1946 
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effort to end the Soviet military presence in Iran. The Soviet troops were a 
lingering result of the Allied wartime desire to protect Iran’s oil resources 
from German encroachment and to ensure the flow of Lend-Lease aid to the 
Soviet Union. To this end, American, British, and Soviet troops had all been 
deployed to Iran. But while the American and British troops had been with- 
drawn within six months of the war’s conclusion, Soviet troops remained, 
confirming the fears of many in Washington that the nation’s former ally was 
determined to secure a stake in Iran’s rich oil resources for itself. Specifically, 
the Soviets seemed determined to encourage a nascent separatist movement 
in the northern Iranian province of Azerbaijan. The prevailing Western wis- 
dom was that pulling the province away from Iran would ultimately lead to a 
Soviet takeover in Tehran, cancellation of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company’s 
concession, and Soviet control of Iranian oil. It would also confirm suspicions 
that Soviet designs on Iran were similar to earlier Soviet moves on Man- 
churia. Again, American officials looked to history to guide their policy mak- 
ing. Determined to prevent the “loss” of Iran, the Truman administration, as 
the president relates, forced the Soviets to withdraw through diplomatic 
pressure, most notably at the new United Nations, which heard the Iran case 
during its inaugural session in January 1946. (Witness again Truman’s re- 
liance on the United Nations as an instrument of U.S. foreign policy.) By 
standing firm against the Soviets in Iran, the administration was also writing 
its own historical “lesson,” as it would conclude that toughness with Moscow 
got results.” 

The scholarly assessment of the 1946 Iran crisis shares some features of 
Truman’s but departs from it in others. Historians generally credit the ad- 
ministration with firmness and give it high marks for making clear its deter- 
mination to prevent Soviet encroachment into oil-rich Iran. They also laud 
Truman and his advisers for securing their goals diplomatically rather than 
militarily—despite Secretary of State James F. Byrnes’s bellicose declaration 
that the crisis would finally give Washington the chance to “give it to [Mos- 
cow] with both barrels!” Less positively, while historians have noted the firm 
U.S. posture on the Iran question, they also point out that the United Nations 
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was unable to prevent the crisis or, in the end, really to resolve it. (Resolution, 
of course, came only when the Iranian government traded an oil concession 
in northern Iran for removal of the Soviet troops. The troops were with- 
drawn, but the Iranian Majlis refused to ratify the concession.) Thus, an 
episode that supposedly demonstrates the Truman administration's resolve 
also makes plain the weakness of the United Nations as a truly effective 
keeper of the peace. It is also possible to question the administration's as- 
sumptions about Soviet motives in the Iran crisis. Definitive evidence about 
Moscow’s aims in Iran is not yet available, so scholars cannot be sure that 
Truman and his advisers were correct in ascribing to the Soviets the basest 
and most aggressive of designs. Preliminary evidence from Soviet archives, in 
fact, suggests that there was no grand Soviet plan to take over the govern- 
ment of Iran and that Stalin’s stance was a response to what he perceived as 
threatening Anglo-American oil interests near the Soviet border.® The schol- 
arly assessment of the 1946 Iran crisis must thus be described as a mixture of 
positive and negative. The administration did achieve its goal of removing 
Soviet troops from a strategically important area, but at the cost of circum- 
venting the United Nations and without apparent consideration for its own 
role in influencing Soviet policy. 

The strength that Truman lauds in his administration’s handling of the 
Soviet threat in Iran is also evident in his description of the U.S. response to 
a perceived Soviet threat to Greece and Turkey. The Greek and Turkish crises, 
like the troubles in Iran, had their origins in World War II. In Greece, war- 
time had brought domestic conflict between pro-monarchist, non-Communist 
elements that collaborated with the Nazi occupation and left-leaning forces, 
including some Communists. After Germany’s defeat, the British sought to 
restore and support the monarchy and found themselves confronted with sig- 
nificant left-leaning opposition elements that received aid from Bulgaria, 
Yugoslavia, and Albania (but not, to any appreciable degree, the Soviet 
Union). In time, the conflict became an all-out civil war. The crisis in Turkey 
stemmed from long-standing Soviet desires for a warm-water Black Sea port 
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that would serve as a gateway to the Mediterranean and the whole of the 
Middle East. By early 1947, the Soviets had amassed troops on their border 
with Turkey, presumably in preparation for an armed effort to take the 
Turkish Straits. Viewed through the lens of the Soviet designs on Iran, the 
situations in Greece and Turkey seemed to presage an all-out drive by 
Moscow to control what was commonly referred to as the “Northern Tier.”” 

In February 1947, the British announced that financial constraints were 
forcing their withdrawal from Greece (and from neighboring Turkey), an 
announcement that necessitated—and received—a careful and considered 
response from Washington. Committed by that time to the containment doc- 
trine articulated in George F. Kennan’s Long Telegram of the previous year, 
the Truman administration knew instinctively that it would step in and take 
up the burden of defending Greece and Turkey from Communist advances. 
As Truman notes in the Farewell Address, “Something had to be done at 
once, or the Eastern Mediterranean would be taken over by the commu- 
nists.” Accordingly, the administration sponsored a four-hundred-million- 
dollar economic and military aid bill for Greece and Turkey, a bill that the 
president decided to endorse personally before a joint session of Congress. 
But Truman’s March 12, 1947, speech did much more than simply stump for 
approval of the aid package. In often apocalyptic language, the president de- 
scribed the bipolarization of the world without ever actually mentioning the 
Soviet Union and made his case for a more activist U.S. foreign policy. “No 
other nation in the world,” Truman maintained, was “willing” or “able” to 
provide the aid necessary to save Greece and Turkey. “The free peoples of the 
world,” he averred, looked to the United States “for help in maintaining their 
freedoms.” Failing to act would call into question the nation’s world role and 
squander the “$341,000,000,000” the United States had spent winning World 
War II. Lest the American people draw the conclusion that aiding Greece 
and Turkey in their struggle against Communism was purely an act of altru- 
ism, the president went on to claim that the aid package was “no more than a 
frank recognition that totalitarian regimes imposed on free peoples, by direct 
or indirect aggression, undermine the foundations of international peace and 


9. For the outlines of this story, see Randall B. Woods and Howard Jones, Dawning of the 
Cold War: The United States’ Quest for Order (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1991), chap. 
5; and Kuniholm, Origins of the Cold War, 399-433. Correctives to the overwhelming Greek 
focus in the literature are Melvyn P. Leffler, “Strategy, Diplomacy, and the Cold War: The 
United States, Turkey, and NATO, 1945-1952,” Journal of American History 71 (March 1985): 
807-25; and Eduard Mark, “The War Scare of 1946 and Its Consequences,” Diplomatic 
History 21 (Summer 1997): 383-415. 


Harry S. Truman, History, and Internationalism 151 


hence the security of the United States.” Couched in these terms, aid to Greece 
and Turkey became a crucial matter for U.S. survival.!° 

Scholarly assessments of the Truman Doctrine have been mixed. On the 
positive side, the administration has been credited with protecting the strate- 
gically important Mediterranean region, countering what seemed to be ag- 
gressive Soviet designs on Greece and Turkey, and setting the course for a 
more active U.S. foreign policy in general. Defenders of the Truman Doc- 
trine also hail its importance as a symbol to potential U.S. allies elsewhere, as 
it demonstrated Washington’s determination to do what was necessary to 
halt the spread of Communism.!! On a more negative note, however, a num- 
ber of criticisms have been launched at both the Greek-Turkish aid package 
in particular and the larger Truman Doctrine that it spawned. Many ob- 
servers, at the time and since, have rightly been troubled by the lengths to 
which the administration went to back nondemocratic elements in Greece. 
For these critics, the Truman Doctrine subverted traditional American values 
such as free government and democracy by tying the nation to a repressive 
regime that did not reflect the will of the majority—an apparent and some- 
what ironic violation of the very principles the United States was supposedly 
defending in the Truman Doctrine. It also established a pattern of interven- 
tion that would be repeated in other parts of the world, such as Korea and 
Indochina. Another problem for some scholars has been the Truman Doc- 
trine’s grandiose rhetoric and expansive nature. In making the case for U.S. 
aid to Greece and Turkey in the way that he did, Truman implied that the 
nation’s worldwide interests knew no bounds. Such an implication, some 
scholars believe, was improper, inaccurate, and unduly threatening to the 
Soviet Union. It may also have helped to generate hope of U.S. aid in other 
places and disappointment when that aid was not forthcoming. (To cite just 
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one example, Iranian officials were deeply chagrined that their nation was 
not included in the aid package.) Some scholars have also criticized the ad- 
ministration for sidestepping the United Nations and formulating a unilat- 
eral U.S. response to the Greek and Turkish crises, at least a tacit admission 
of the international organization’s weakness. Others have also noted the con- 
nection between the seemingly global campaign against Communism and 
McCarthyism, which gripped the United States during the final years of the 
Truman administration and effectively destroyed the administration’s do- 
mestic credibility on international issues after 1950. Scholars have even ques- 
tioned the basis on which the Truman Doctrine was formulated, noting the 
imprecision with which Truman described especially the situation in Greece 
and suggesting a multitude of reasons for the administration’s failure to 
present the situation as it truly existed. All in all, scholars have criticized a 
number of features and implications of the Truman Doctrine and do not 
unanimously join Truman in considering it a resounding success.” 

The fourth foreign policy initiative Truman outlines in the Farewell Ad- 
dress is the Marshall Plan, which, he proudly proclaims, “saved Europe.” For- 
mally known as the European Recovery Program and unveiled just twelve 
weeks after the Truman Doctrine, the Marshall Plan was first announced by 
Secretary of State George C. Marshall in a commencement speech at Harvard 
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delivered on June 5, 1947. Alarmed by the slow progress of European recov- 
ery from the devastation of war—and worried about the implications of that 
slow recovery—Marshall proposed a concerted U.S. program of financial as- 
sistance. By the time the Marshall Plan was fully subsumed under the Mutual 
Security Agency in 1952, almost thirteen billion dollars had flowed under its 
auspices to the war-torn nations of Western Europe. For Truman, the Mar- 
shall Plan was another example of his administration not repeating the errors 
of the first postwar period. Instead of retreating into an isolationist shell as he 
believed the nation had done in 1919, the United States after World War II 
went “ahead with other free countries to help build their economies and link 
us all together in a healthy world trade.”8 

Unlike the Truman Doctrine, the Marshall Plan has received effusive and 
almost universal praise from scholars; according to one, it justifiably “has 
attained virtual policy canonization.” The reasons for such adulation are ob- 
vious. The Marshall Plan restored hope to a demoralized and vulnerable con- 
tinent and thereby staved off the spread of Communism. It furthered the 
cause of European integration and laid important seeds for such subsequent 
institutions as the Common Market and the European Union. It assuaged 
French fears of German revitalization and made Germany’s entry into NATO 
possible. It marked a triumph for internationalist thinking in U.S. policy 
making circles. It paved the way for a bipartisan foreign policy, no mean feat 
given the bitter disagreements that had theretofore characterized the making 
of U.S. foreign policy. And this list just scratches the surface. In the words of 
historian Michael J. Hogan, it was simply “one of the most successful peace- 
time foreign policies launched by the United States in this century.”!4 Such 
criticisms as have been launched at the Marshall Plan are concentrated in 
two main areas. Some scholars claim that the plan was unnecessary, that 
Europe by 1947 had taken control of its own recovery and did not really need 
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USS. assistance. Others have denounced the plan as a threatening, anti-Soviet 
gesture that confirmed Joseph Stalin’s suspicions about U.S. policy and solid- 
ified the division of Europe, a contention that preliminary evidence from Soviet 
archives seems to support.) Nevertheless, by all reasonable standards, the 
Marshall Plan must be judged one of the Truman administration’s greatest 
foreign policy successes. 

Truman moves from the Marshall Plan to another of what he considers 
his administration’s international successes, “the heroic Berlin airlift.” The 
stage for the airlift was set in June 1948 when road, rail, and canal routes into 
western Berlin, located deep within the Soviet zone of Germany, were closed, 
leaving residents without access to food, fuel, and medicine. As has been well 
documented, both by Truman and by historians, the president viewed the 
Berlin blockade as a test of strength. It generated significant debate within 
the administration, and more than one voice counseled withdrawal from a 
city that seemed indefensible. The president’s oft-quoted response to such ad- 
vice, however, was simple. “We're staying,” he said. “Period.” The subsequent 
airlift provided a relatively safe, nonconfrontational way to make U.S. determi- 
nation to remain in Berlin clear, not only to the Soviets but also to Berliners 
and others to whom the United States had made promises—explicit or im- 
plicit. The nation’s credibility was on the line in Berlin, the president believed. 
And he was determined that that credibility not be damaged on his watch.!° 
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As with many of Truman’s other foreign policy initiatives, historical re- 
views of the Berlin airlift reveal both praise and criticism. To be sure, defend- 
ers of the airlift have been numerous. And they have highlighted such facts as 
the symbolic statement it sent to Moscow and the rest of the world and the 
lack of any meaningful Soviet opposition to it to support their claim that the 
airlift was indeed something to crow about. Other scholars, though, have 
seen the airlift in a less positive light. One source of criticism has been the 
way the administration conveniently downplayed or omitted altogether the 
role that Western (that is, U.S.) moves toward trizonal fusion in Germany 
and the creation of a common western German currency played in precipi- 
tating the blockade in the first place. For these scholars, the administration 
had pursued an aggressive, openly hostile, and anti-Soviet policy in Germany 
and only reaped the whirlwind when the Soviets blockaded Berlin. Critics 
have also come down on the administration for failing to fully pursue UN ac- 
tion on the blockade question, a development that appears to fly in the face 
of Truman’s long-standing personal commitment to the United Nations and 
his belief in its power to maintain the peace.!” 

U.S. military assistance programs also find mention (and not much more) 
in Truman’s survey of the international successes of his administration. Al- 
though the president does not provide specifics, he is obviously referring to 
the aid programs administered under the 1949 Mutual Defense Assistance 
Act and the 1951 Mutual Security Act. U.S. military aid fit neatly into the 
administration's activist foreign policy agenda and demonstrated its belief 
that military might, whether concentrated directly in the United States or 
wielded by its allies, would prevent Soviet aggression and intimidation around 
the globe. This was especially the case after the outbreak of war in Korea in 
June 1950. The military aid programs also conformed to the third of four 
broad “courses of action” that Truman had laid out in his January 1949 inau- 
gural address. That course called for U.S. “military advice and equipment to 
free nations which will cooperate with us in the maintenance of peace and 
security.” Of course, a large portion of the aid that flowed to Turkey and 
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especially Greece under the Truman Doctrine was military in nature. As 
Soviet-American tensions deepened after 1947, it seemed logical for the ad- 
ministration to rely on more overtly militaristic measures of containment." 

The Truman administration’s decision to embark on a program of military 
assistance, like its other international initiatives, has received much scholarly 
attention, some positive, some negative. Those scholars who support the mil- 
itary assistance program usually do so with the argument that such assistance 
was a necessary—and ultimately effective—strategy for dealing with a hostile 
and militaristic Soviet Union. They also maintain that military aid demon- 
strated the commitment of the United States to its allies, that it literally put 
the nation’s money where its mouth was. Scholarly critics of the military as- 
sistance program have been many. Some decry how that program militarized 
the Cold War struggle, some how it probably encouraged Soviet hostility and 
aggression. Another common criticism is that military assistance was often 
provided to nations that were less than stellar examples of democracy and 
freedom, often with untoward results. Greece under the Truman Doctrine 
was an early example of this criticism. Iran was another, though by no means 
was it alone. The military assistance program has also been taken to task for 
its potentially destabilizing regional effects—for introducing military hard- 
ware into regions such as the Middle East that could be used to disrupt rela- 
tions between states—and for how arms aid can affect domestic politics in 
recipient nations.!? Clearly, scholars have not judged the administration’s mili- 
tary assistance programs as an overwhelmingly positive development. 

The final foreign relations success Truman delineates in the Farewell Ad- 
dress is the U.S. role in helping to engineer a number of important interna- 
tional agreements, namely “the North Atlantic Pact, the Rio Pact binding the 
Western Hemisphere together, and the defense pacts with the countries of 
the Far Pacific.” These pacts or alliances grew out of the ever present and all- 
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consuming Cold War and were designed to project U.S. power into regions 
considered important for national security and thereby deter possible Soviet 
aggression. The Rio Pact, officially named the Inter-American Treaty of 
Reciprocal Assistance, was negotiated in late 1947 and went into force a year 
later. It bound the signatories, which included most of the nations of the 
Western Hemisphere, in “solidarity and cooperation” and “mutual assistance 
and common defense.” The North Atlantic Treaty, negotiated in April 1949 
and entered into force in August, joined the United States with Canada and 
ten European nations in “self-help and mutual aid . . . to develop their indi- 
vidual and collective capacity to resist armed attack . . . against the territorial 
integrity, political independence or security of any of the Parties.” The pacts 
with the “Far Pacific” nations to which Truman refers are undoubtedly the 
security pacts with Australia and New Zealand, the Philippines, and Japan, 
all signed in the late summer and early fall of 1951. They, too, bound the 
United States to strategically important allies in alliances of mutual defense 
and cooperation. Unlike the Rio Pact or NATO, though, these agreements 
were not negotiated until after the outbreak of war in Korea and should be 
seen as part of the administration’s ever widening policy of global contain- 
ment. They show how dangerous the world had become, in the eyes of 
Truman administration officials, by 1951.7° 

These pacts were important components of the Truman administration’s 
internationalist foreign policy and symbols of its realization that the Cold 
War necessitated departures from time-honored U.S. policies. In a clear and 
complete break with the nation’s unilateralist (some would say isolationist) 
past, and in atonement for the failure after World War I to join the League of 
Nations, these pacts, and NATO in particular, resulted in entangling alli- 
ances that bound the United States to other nations—many of them located 
some distance from U.S. shores. Not since the 1778 treaties with France had 
the nation been involved in such an agreement. And in the space of a few 
years the Truman administration negotiated a number of them, each de- 
signed to respond to a possible Soviet threat in a nation or region deemed 
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important to U.S. security. As such, these alliances were components of the 
revolution in foreign policy orientation that Truman outlines in the Farewell 
Address. No longer would the United States “fail to act in concert with other 
peoples against aggression.” No longer would “slavery and darkness” threaten 
the world because the United States and other “free men were paralyzed for 
lack of strength and unity and will.” Instead, as Truman notes, the United 
States had accepted the responsibilities of “world leadership” and demonstrated 
“speed and courage and decisiveness .. . against the Communist threat.” 

Due to their long-term impact and continuing importance, the Truman 
administration’s mutual defense pacts—most notably NATO—have received 
much scholarly attention, and, like the other initiatives discussed in Truman’s 
address, have netted both praise and criticism. Scholars have hailed NATO 
in particular, and the other mutual security pacts to a lesser degree, as a mile- 
stone in the development of U.S. postwar internationalism, as a meaningful 
institution that has stood the test of time. In assessing NATO, historian 
Norman A. Graebner has also pointed out the organization’s “symbolic 
demonstration of the cultural and political unity of Western civilization in 
the twentieth century.”” As with Truman’s other foreign policy initiatives, 
criticisms have been raised. One, vocally expressed at the time and echoed in 
scholarly literature since, bemoaned the abandonment of tradition inherent 
in the mutual defense pacts. Although Truman sees the abandonment of the 
particular tradition of unilateralism, of not acting effectively on the world 
stage, as a positive development, some critics have not. To them, the admin- 
istration erred grievously in eschewing the advice contained in the nation’s 
first presidential farewell address, the one George Washington presented in 
print in 1796. Washington’s address is much more advisory than Truman’s. In 
fact, it is almost entirely so, with much of that advice pertaining to the con- 
duct of the nation’s foreign affairs. In his address, Washington counseled his 
fellow Americans to cultivate “just and amicable feelings towards all” nations. 
“Antipathy in one nation against another,” he warned, “disposes each more 
readily to offer insult and injury, to lay hold of slight causes of umbrage, and 
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to be haughty and intractable when accidental or trifling occasions of dispute 
occur.” To his mind, it should be the “true policy [of the United States] to steer 
clear of permanent alliances with any portion of the foreign world,” while 
“temporary alliances [should be contemplated only] for extraordinary emer- 
gencies.” For those who subscribed to this Washingtonian belief system, al- 
liances such as NATO were frightening stuff indeed. The postwar security 
pacts have also been criticized as unduly threatening to the Soviet Union, 
which was unlikely to launch a conventional attack in any of the areas to 
which the United States was making commitments.?? As these and other 
criticisms illustrate, like the administration’s other foreign policy initiatives, 
the post-World War II mutual defense pacts have received a mixed review 
from scholars. 


What general conclusions may be drawn about the specific foreign policy 
decisions that Truman covers in his Farewell Address? Several thoughts come 
to mind. One relates to the president’s use of history and historical analogy. 
As the address makes clear, the president lamented deeply the failure of the 
United States after World War I to take a forceful stand in defense of free- 
dom. “We withdrew from world affairs,” he notes. “We failed to act in con- 
cert with other peoples against aggression.” “We helped to kill the League of 
Nations.” In Truman’s mind, these policies of “weakness and indecision,” as 
well as appeasement of Germany and Japan during the 1930s, led directly to 
the horrors of World War II. Like many in his time, Truman was much in- 
fluenced by the supposed lessons of the World War eras, which included the 
importance of standing firm against aggression, cooperating with like-minded 
peoples and nations in formulating policies for global good, and accepting 
one’s responsibility to the community of nations.”4 

But more than simply revealing Truman's grasp of the nation’s past mis- 
takes, the Farewell Address also attempts to demonstrate his success in 
avoiding those mistakes when formulating policy in the post-World War II 
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period. Instead of the indecision and vacillation of the past, “speed and cour- 
age and decisiveness” in moving “against the Communist threat” prevailed. 
The United States under Truman’s direction formulated and implemented “a 
new set of policies to attain peace—positive policies, policies of world leader- 
ship, policies that express faith in other free people.” The determined stance 
in Iran, the Berlin airlift, and the various military initiatives of the adminis- 
tration were all evidence that the United States would not passively allow 
Communist aggression to challenge world peace. The United Nations marked 
the U.S. determination to join with other nations in the cause of peace and 
prosperity. And the Truman Doctrine, the Marshall Plan, and the postwar al- 
liances and pacts all bespoke the nation’s acceptance of a position of world 
leadership. 

Truman certainly “used” history in formulating foreign policy and in de- 
fending that policy in his Farewell Address, but did he demonstrate that he 
had truly learned from it?2> This question, and the broader issue of the use of 
history by policy makers generally, has received a fair amount of scholarly at- 
tention. The prevailing consensus seems to be that while history can be a 
valuable tool for policy makers, most use it improperly. The literature on the 
subject of using history in policy making is replete with examples of poorly 
made analogies, simplistic and superficial comparisons, and incorrect conclu- 
sions.*° In the case of Truman’s use of history, the verdict is mixed. To take 
the president’s less successful use of history first, it was probably not accurate 
to equate Soviet policy following World War II with German and Japanese 
aggression before and during the war. Soviet policy did not manifest a con- 
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certed drive for territorial acquisition, and even had such territorial designs 
existed, they certainly were never implemented. Thus, the inferences drawn 
in the Farewell Address that the Soviet Union was another version of Nazi 
Germany and Imperial Japan cannot be sustained. With regard to the lessons 
Truman and his generation took from the interwar experience, however, the 
judgment is more positive. While it cannot be said definitively that U.S. 
membership in the League of Nations would have prevented World War IJ, 
it is fair to say, as Truman does, that the U.S. retreat into itself after 1919 did 
not help the cause of world peace or prosperity. U.S. unilateralism, what 
some would call isolationism, was not a far-sighted policy and certainly not 
one that served international purposes. (Whether that policy was wise or jus- 
tified is not the issue here.) Simply put, Truman was probably right in taking 
from the U.S. interwar experience the lesson that standing aloof from inter- 
national events served neither the nation nor the world. It was therefore log- 
ical for him to chart a different course in foreign relations than the failed 
course of the past. In a further nod to the past, but with an acknowledgment 
that nowhere in the Farewell Address does Truman use the term, it is note- 
worthy that the foreign policy Truman implemented was firmly rooted in the 
Wilsonian tradition, founded as it was on “internationalism, interventionism, 
and collective security.” It was a policy consciously meant to vindicate the 
views of Woodrow Wilson and other internationalists of an earlier genera- 
tion, but despite its clear and obvious links to the past, it was one that was 
designed to last well into the future.?” 

The description of Truman’s foreign policy as Wilsonian suggests a second 
point of consideration: did the foreign policies outlined in the Farewell Ad- 
dress constitute a real change from the nation’s purported isolationist past 
and the triumph of a form of internationalism? To that question, the answer 
must be an unequivocal yes. This is not the place to debate the administra- 
tion’s reasons for embarking on an internationalist foreign policy in the years 
after World War II. Historians of U.S. foreign relations have been addressing 
questions of motivation for years—and they are likely to continue to do so 
for many years to come. The point here is that, for whatever reasons, the 
United States did indeed embark on a dramatically different foreign policy in 
the post-World War II period. This new policy included extensive financial 
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and military aid programs to nations outside the Western Hemisphere, the 
first U.S. entangling military alliances since the late eighteenth century, and a 
crusading, missionary spirit that propelled the nation toward ever more ex- 
pansive involvement with the outside world. Spurred by their fear of Commu- 
nist expansion, guided by the containment doctrine, and determined that the 
United States remain a major international player, Truman and his advisers 
fashioned a multipronged strategy that involved new U.S. commitments 
throughout the world. They utilized diplomatic maneuvers, economic and 
military assistance, and bilateral and multilateral alliances to defend what 
they saw as the nation’s global interests. In so doing, they spurred a revolution 
in U.S. foreign relations, the consequences of which remain in play today.?8 

The long-term importance of the internationalist features of the Truman 
administration's foreign policy is manifestly visible in the policies of Truman's 
successors. The five decades since Truman delivered his Farewell Address 
have not witnessed a return to isolationism or unilateralism in U.S. foreign 
relations. On the contrary. The nation remains deeply involved in the United 
Nations and NATO, even if those organizations have not always pursued 
policies or made decisions that suited U.S. purposes. It continues to maintain 
military relationships with other nations, to provide them with economic and 
military assistance, and to play a leading role in international affairs. Even 
the end of the Cold War, the conflict that provided the initial rationale for 
the revolution in foreign relations that characterized the Truman years, did 
not bring an end to the U.S. commitment to the larger world. So despite 
minor quibbles with or criticisms of the individual foreign policy initiatives 
of the Truman administration, it is clear that those initiatives added up to a 
real revolution in U.S. foreign policy that has endured the test of time. 

A related conclusion about the administration's foreign policies as a whole 
is to note the multiplicity of strategies they revealed for attaining the same 


28. Comprehensive and illuminating discussions of the terms iso/ationism and international- 
ism in a U.S. sense may be found in Manfred Jonas, “Isolationism,” and Warren F. Kuehl and 
Gary B. Ostrower, “Internationalism,” in Encyclopedia of American Foreign Policy, ed. DeConde, 
Burns, and Logevall, 2:337-51, 241-58. A still valuable discussion of early steps toward inter- 
nationalism, and especially educating the American people on that idea, may be found in 
Warren F. Kuehl, “Webs of Common Interests Revisited: Nationalism, Internationalism, and 
Historians of American Foreign Relations,” Diplomatic History 10 (Spring 1986): 102-20. On 
the ideological transformation of the move toward internationalism, see Wallace J. Thies, 
“Learning in U.S. Policy toward Europe,” in Learning in U.S. and Soviet Foreign Policy, ed. 
George W. Breslauer and Philip E. Tetlock (Boulder: Westview Press, 1991), 158-207, and 
Joseph M. Siracusa, Into the Dark House: American Diplomacy and the Ideological Origins of the 
Cold War (Claremont, Calif:: Regina Books, 1998). 


Harry S. Truman, History, and Internationalism 163 


result—preventing the spread of Communism. U.S. membership in the United 
Nations, an international organization designed to prevent conflict and en- 
sure peace and prosperity the world over, demonstrated U.S. resolve after 
World War II to play a role in world affairs and fulfilled Truman’s goal of 
getting the United States to work “in concert with other peoples against 
aggression.” In his mind at least, it helped to prevent yet another world war. 
International contacts, albeit of a more military nature, also characterized 
NATO, the various multilateral and bilateral defense treaties to which the 
United States became a signatory during the Truman presidency, and the U.S. 
military assistance program. The aid rendered Greece and Turkey under the 
Truman Doctrine was also mostly military. To be sure, the administration did 
employ nonmilitary tactics, such as the Marshall Plan, to combat the spread 
of Communism through economic means. (It also employed tactics not 
mentioned in Truman’s Farewell Address, such as the Bretton Woods institu- 
tions.) But ultimately even the European Recovery Program lost its eco- 
nomic focus as it was subsumed under the Mutual Security Program in the 
early 1950s, a development due largely to the Korean War.”? Clearly, the out- 
break of war in Korea, which marked the first “hot” conflict of the Cold War, 
also marked the militarization of the U.S. policy of containment. 

Finally, it is also possible to view the foreign policy initiatives outlined in 
the Farewell Address in terms of how Truman conceptualized the nation and 
its place in the world. To be sure, Truman did not frame his international dis- 
cussion in the Farewell Address in quite this way. But it is evident that he had 
a well-defined sense of what the United States was all about and that he de- 
sired to use his administration's foreign policy to project his vision of the na- 
tion the world over. One indication that the president thought in terms of 
“identity” comes in his response to the suggestion that atomic weapons be used 
to end the war in Korea. In rejecting such a proposal, the president says sim- 
ply, “we are not made that way.” Other indications come in his repeated ref- 
erences to the nation’s “free society,” to the “ideals” and “principles” for which 
it stands, and to his “deep and abiding faith in the destiny of free men.” Tru- 
man’s positive assessment of the potential of “free men,” in fact, echoed 
throughout the public statements and addresses of his presidency, from his 
very first address to a joint session of Congress on April 16, 1945, through 
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the Farewell Address in January 1953.°° It reflected Truman's belief in an 
American mission, and it colored the way he approached foreign-policy mak- 
ing during his administration. 

If containing the spread of Communism was the “official,” stated goal of 
Truman’s foreign policy, the Farewell Address also hints at an unstated but 
nonetheless real goal—implementation of Truman’s “dream” of refashioning 
the world in the U.S. image. The president’s conception of what the nation 
stood for was a positive one, grounded in an optimistic version of its history 
and exemplified in his administration’s activist, internationalist foreign pol- 
icy. The Marshall Plan sparked economic prosperity and fostered free trade, 
long-standing U.S. goals. The Truman Doctrine kept Greece “free and inde- 
pendent.” The other foreign policy initiatives also contributed to the further- 
ing of Truman’s vision by helping to make the free world “stronger, more 
united, more attractive to men on both sides of the Iron Curtain.” Motivated 
by the Cold War these policies surely were. But they also reflected Truman’s 
deep and abiding confidence in the power and inherent goodness of the United 
States. Critics of the administration’s foreign policy would clearly question 
such assumptions, with some justification. Yet their criticisms do not negate 
the fact that Truman’s Farewell Address (especially those portions dealing 
with international affairs) reflects a positive image of the nation and demon- 
strates the clear pride that Truman felt not only about the nation but also 
about the role he had played in crafting its post-World War II foreign policy. 
It was a policy based on history. It was a policy grounded in internationalism. 
And it was a policy tailored to American ideals and designed for the long 
haul. 
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Truman and Korea 


An Assessment of Presidential Performance 





William Stueck 





Growing up in a small, conservative Connecticut town in the 1950s and 
early 1960s, I did not hear much of Harry Truman’s side of the Korean War. 
In my home, Truman was called “hair-breath Harry,” the meaning of which I 
never understood, except that it was not a compliment; his firing of Gen. 
Douglas MacArthur was described as “when the humming-bird called home 
the hawk.” During my teens, when an old naval commander moved in next 
door, I did learn of Truman’s claim that the most important thing he did 
while president was to win the Korean War. “I got news for him,” the old sea 
dog would grumble; “We didn’t win the Korean War! Those sons-a-bitches 
in Washington wouldn't let ole MacArthur finish the job.” It was not until 
the late 1960s and graduate school that I was exposed to Truman’s case, first 
in British writer David Rees’s classic Korea: The Limited War and then in po- 
litical scientist John Spanier’s more polemical The Truman-MacArthur Con- 
troversy and the Korean War.’ Now, after thirty-five years of research, reflection, 
and writing on the Korean War, I have before me the task of commenting on 
Truman’s self-assessment regarding the event as manifested in his Farewell 
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Address of January 1953. My old neighbor will probably roll over in his grave 
at the result; my dad will be more tolerant, but quietly skeptical. 


As Richard Kirkendall points out, most of Truman’s address dealt with 
foreign policy. Predictably, the outgoing president focused on the Cold War, 
which he characterized as “this conflict between those who love freedom and 
those who would lead the world back into slavery and darkness.” History 
would “remember my term in office as the years when the ‘cold war’ began to 
overshadow our lives,” he acknowledged, but also would “say that in those 
eight years we have set the course that can win it.” “We have succeeded in 
carving out a new set of policies to attain peace,” Truman declared. “We have 
averted World War III up to now, and we may already have succeeded in es- 
tablishing conditions which can keep that war from happening as far ahead 
as man can see.” He went on to contrast this record with the U.S. course dur- 
ing the interwar period, when “we withdrew from world affairs—we failed to 
act in concert with other peoples against aggression—we helped to kill the 
League of Nations—and we built up tariff barriers that strangled world trade.” 

It was in the second and third of these four areas that U.S. action in Korea, 
beginning in late June 1950, provided a stark contrast. “Most important of 
all,” Truman asserted at the end of a recital of measures taken since 1946 to 
contain the Soviet Union, “we acted in Korea.” The Soviet-supported North 
Korean regime had launched military “aggression” across the thirty-eighth 
parallel in a “probing” or “testing” action. Had “we let the Republic of Korea 
go under, some other country would be next, and then another.” Such devel- 
opments would have drained “the courage and confidence of the free world,” 
just as had occurred in the 1930s, and the United Nations would have gone 
“the way of the League of Nations.” 

Given the self-serving and partisan context within which these comments 
appeared, they have aged remarkably well. Truman and his successors did 
avert World War III, and Truman and his advisers set the United States on a 
course in which, over time, the Cold War was won. On Korea, Truman ig- 
nored the nationalistic and civil dimensions of the outbreak of war, but most 
likely he did not err in characterizing it as a probing action from Moscow’s 
perspective.” Soviet leader Joseph Stalin gave his North Korean counterpart 
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Kim I]-sung the green light and the wherewithal to attack South Korea at a 
time when he possessed no master plan for military aggression—or even a 
clear intention to move Soviet or Soviet-sponsored forces aggressively in an- 
other area. Yet as Kathryn Weathersby points out, fundamental to Stalin’s de- 
cisions was the belief that the United States would not intervene to save 
South Korea, and in part this calculation derived from the U.S. refusal to ef- 
fectively resist the Communist victory in China. Had the Korean venture 
succeeded, therefore, Stalin may well have seen the opportunity to move 
against other nations not explicitly protected by Washington from attack. 
As for the United Nations, we must recall that the North Korean move came 
while the Soviets were boycotting the Security Council and were promoting 
an international “peace” campaign that included Communist bloc govern- 
ments and leftist parties in the West and Third World. Some believed that 
this movement sought to provide the foundation for a new organization that 
would compete with the largely U.S.-dominated United Nations.* When the 
United States succeeded in pushing two resolutions through the Security 
Council supporting its position on Korea, it became apparent to Stalin that 
participation in that body was in Soviet interests. Had U.S.-UN resistance in 
Korea proved ineffectual, Stalin might have continued to boycott the 
Security Council as a prelude to total Soviet withdrawal from the interna- 
tional organization. The Korean War did not strengthen the United Nations, 
but the success of the North Korean attack might well have led to its de- 
struction as a broadly based international body. 

Why couldn't the United States have written off South Korea in June 
1950 while using the North Korean attack as a call to arms in the United 
States, Europe, and Japan for a political and military effort that would have 
deterred Stalin and his allies from acting aggressively elsewhere? South Korea, 
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after all, was nof of vital strategic significance, nor was it a good place to tie 
down large numbers of American troops. The answer is that, after having cre- 
ated an independent South Korea—and having done so through the United 
Nations—to have abandoned it in the face of overt military assault risked se- 
riously undermining allied confidence in U.S. leadership and domestic confi- 
dence in the Truman administration.® These developments would have greatly 
magnified the difficulty for Truman, both abroad and at home, in mobilizing 
the support necessary to build up the military strength essential to contain 
the Soviet bloc. We cannot with any assurance say that the reinforced U.S.- 
led coalition emerging from the Korean War could have been replicated with- 
out the effective U.S.-UN resistance to North Korea that actually occurred. 

But was the strengthening militarily of the Western coalition really essen- 
tial? Was there a need for the massive military buildup that occurred in the 
United States and western Europe in the years following June 1950, or did 
Truman and his advisers and allies perceive a Soviet threat that did not exist? 
While it is possible to quibble on details, the record of Soviet behavior 
through the North Korean attack and what we now know about the Soviet 
side indicate that Truman pursued the wise course. Stalin surely had no mas- 
ter plan for aggression or world conquest, but he did take a series of military 
or quasi-military actions that revealed an expansionist thrust and a determi- 
nation to probe U.S. intentions. In his Farewell Address, Truman mentioned 
actions involving Iran, Greece, Turkey, and Berlin. He might have added 
Manchuria, where Stalin ignored agreements with the Americans and Chi- 
nese Nationalists by giving assistance to the Communists and then withdrew 
troops in the spring of 1946 only under U.S. pressure.’ By mid-1950 devel- 
opments related to the military balance of power were in progress that, left to 
continue over several more years, would have produced a most dangerous sit- 
uation indeed. After an initial period of demobilization following World 
War II, the Soviets began a military buildup in 1949.8 The successful test of 
an atomic device and the Communist victory in China during 1949 added 
significantly to the military potential of the Soviet camp. Stalin’s green light 
to Kim Il-sung was at least in part a result of Mao Zedong’s advance in China, 
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Mao’s desire for a close alliance with the Soviet Union, and the growing weak- 
ness of the United States in East Asia.? Without the increase in military 
strength sparked by the Korean War, by the mid-1950s the United States 
and its NATO allies would have faced a Soviet bloc with a continuing ad- 
vantage in conventional forces in Europe and a capacity to launch a nuclear 
attack on the American homeland. The implications of such a development, 
given past Soviet behavior, are not comforting to imagine. 

If Truman’s statements of January 1953 about his reaction to the North 
Korean attack nearly three years earlier appear sound—and even put him in 
a rather heroic light—his omissions cast his overall performance regarding 
Korea in a different perspective. Those omissions may be grouped in three 
broad categories: (1) the U.S. failure to prevent the North Korean attack al- 
together; (2) the U.S. failure to end the war quickly and at minimal cost once 
it had started or, worse still, the failure to end it at all; and (3) the U.S. failure 
to win a decisive victory in the war. The second and third categories repre- 
sent, to some degree, conflicting strains of thought, which will be addressed 
below. The immediate task is to assess Truman’s role in and responsibility for 
the American failure to deter the North Koreans from attacking. 

The logic for holding Truman at least partly responsible here is clear-cut. 
He was a man proud of his ability to make decisions as chief executive. “The 
buck stops here” was a fundamental principle of governance in Truman’s Oval 
Office, and one of its obvious implications was that the president must not 
only render final judgments on important and difficult issues but also take re- 
sponsibility for those judgments and their consequences. Truman had signed 
off on the decisions to intervene in Korea at the end of World War II, to take 
the Korean issue to the United Nations in 1947, and to press there for the 
creation of an independent government below the thirty-eighth parallel. 
Those decisions provided the foundation for the beliefs that the North 
Korean attack of June 1950 constituted aggression and that the United States 
must act to resist it. That being the case, Truman should have been more dili- 
gent in advance in conveying to the other side a sense of U.S. commitment to 
South Korea. 

The point becomes all the stronger given the available evidence about de- 
liberations among Communist leaders preceding the North Korean move. 
Kim I]-sung first approached Stalin regarding an attack on the South in 
March 1949, when he visited Moscow. The Soviet leader told his guest to be 
patient, that his forces currently lacked “overwhelming superiority over the 
troops of the South,” that U.S. soldiers remained in the Republic of Korea 
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and would probably “interfere in case of hostilities.” He also noted that an 
agreement existed between Washington and Moscow on the thirty-eighth 
parallel, providing an additional reason for the United States to intervene if 
the North attacked. Should South Korea attack first, however, then Kim 
could launch a counterattack and be assured of widespread support.1° 

Kim approached the Soviets again in August. The last American occupation 
troops had withdrawn in June, thus eliminating the risk of immediate U.S. in- 
volvement. The prospect of American intervention was further reduced, Kim 
argued, by the fact that the agreement on the thirty-eighth parallel was merely 
to divide the zones of occupation between Soviet and U.S. forces in the after- 
math of Japan’s surrender. With the occupation forces of both sides gone and 
independent regimes in place in North and South Korea, the 1945 agreement 
was no longer pertinent. Furthermore, Kim asserted, recent clashes of his 
forces with those of the Republic of Korea in the South indicated that his were 
clearly superior. Again Stalin demurred, emphasizing that the North should 
take the offensive only in response to an attack from the South.1! 

It was not until late January 1950 that Stalin showed a willingness to re- 
consider Kim’s request, and he gave a conditional go-ahead to the North 
Korean leader only the following April. A summary of Stalin’s conversations 
with Kim in Moscow during that month indicates that the Communist vic- 
tory on mainland China, the American withdrawal from there without a 
fight, and the recent conclusion of a military alliance between Moscow and 
Beijing had altered the situation in Korea in the Soviet leader’s mind. In ad- 
dition, “according to information coming from the United States . . . the pre- 
vailing mood is not to interfere,” a mood reinforced by the successful Soviet 
test of an atomic bomb the previous August. Even so, Stalin emphasized the 
need for the North to prepare carefully in order to win a quick military vic- 
tory so “the Southerners and the Americans . . . won't have time to put up a 
strong resistance and to mobilize international support.” Stalin also insisted 
that Kim gain Mao Zedong’s advance approval for the attack. If Kim did run 
into difficulty with the Americans, it would be up to China, not the Soviet 
Union, to give him direct assistance. Kim recetved Mao’s approval in mid- 
May on a trip to Beijing.” 
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These deliberations suggest that, had the United States conveyed to the 
Soviets a determination to defend South Korea, Stalin would not have ap- 
proved an attack and given Kim the means to carry it out. The Soviet leader 
was concerned about the American response to a North Korean attack through- 
out the period from March 1949 to June 1950, but in early 1950 he reversed 
an earlier conclusion and decided that strong U.S. intervention was unlikely 
on the peninsula. Certainly the U.S. withdrawal of occupation forces from 
Korea in June 1949 and the refusal of Washington to intervene in China to 
halt the Communist advance influenced his thinking, but so too did evidence 
emanating from within the United States. Kathryn Weathersby argues that 
Stalin may have received information on NSC-48, a top-secret U.S. planning 
document regarding East Asia of late December 1948, through the British 
spy Kim Philby. Weathersby and others, myself included, have speculated 
that Secretary of State Dean Acheson's speech at the National Press Club in 
Washington, in which Korea was omitted from the American defense pe- 
rimeter in the Pacific, encouraged Stalin to go along with Kim’s desires. So 
did defeat by the U.S. House of Representatives a week later of a bill for aid 
to Korea.’ If these were not enough, Truman’s annual budget proposal to 
Congress in January included less than fourteen billion dollars overall for de- 
fense, a figure well below that anticipated a year earlier.'4 Subsequent state- 
ments by Acheson and Sen. Tom Connally, a Democrat and chairman of the 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee, if anything strengthened Stalin’s belief 
that a rapid North Korean military campaign against the South, reinforced 
by massive uprisings there against the conservative regime of Syngman Rhee, 
would face no effective resistance from American forces.!° The best evidence 
indicates that Stalin could have been deterred from supporting Kim and that 
Kim, at least for the present given his dependence on Soviet support, would 
not have moved without Stalin’s green light. 
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Why did American deterrence fail in Korea? An answer to this question 
does not exonerate Truman from responsibility, but it does suggest that he 
deserves a measure of sympathy given the complexity of American politics, 
both partisan and bureaucratic, and the scope of the challenges he faced in 
the years immediately following World War II. 

The first point to be made is that, during his term, Truman initiated for- 
eign policies that engaged the United States abroad on a level unprecedented 
in peacetime in the nation’s history. In doing so, he had to contend with a 
Congress sometimes controlled by the opposition Republican Party. Even 
when in his own party’s hands, the legislative branch included influential in- 
dividuals, some Democrats, who were dubious of a high level of activism out- 
side the Western Hemisphere and the spending levels necessary at home to 
sustain it.! He also had to grapple with an American public anxious to move 
on to a better life following a decade and a half of depression and war. World 
War IT had brought about a drastic reconfiguration of power on the Eurasian 
land mass, a change with huge implications regarding the need for the United 
States to exercise its power abroad; but Truman’s predecessor had done little 
to prepare Americans for the new burdens that accompanied this change. As 
a result, once Germany surrendered in May 1945 the clamor for rapid demo- 
bilization of the armed forces picked up steam, and when Japan followed suit 
four months later the pressure became overwhelming. By the time of Tru- 
man’s call in March 1947 for a campaign to assist “free peoples who are re- 
sisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures,” 
U.S. armed forces were a mere shell of their former selves and the bulk of 
Congress and the public rested comfortably in the assumption that America’s 
atomic monopoly represented a cost-effective method of protecting the coun- 
try from any foreseeable military threat.” 

This was the context within which Korea policy was shaped prior to June 
25, 1950. For example, as the Republican-dominated Congress accepted 
Truman’s proposals regarding aid to Greece and Turkey and prepared to con- 
sider an even larger program for economic assistance to Europe, it reduced by 
two hundred million dollars administration budget requests for the War De- 
partment for fiscal year 1948. These cuts included reductions in army civilian 
employees by 58,371 and officers by 12,500. Both of these categories were 
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heavily represented in occupation duties abroad. Simultaneously, congres- 
sional leaders discouraged the administration from submitting a major eco- 
nomic aid bill for Korea. The U.S. occupation of Korea already faced serious 
difficulties, and these developments reflected the need of the Truman admin- 
istration to make hard choices regarding its priorities abroad. With the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff concluding in September 1947 that the United States had 
“little strategic interest” in maintaining troops in Korea, that any advantage 
gained by the Soviet Union from control of the entire peninsula could be 
neutralized by American airpower in Japan and Okinawa, Washington moved 
decisively toward ending the occupation. Essentially, the Pentagon preferred 
to write off Korea as an investment gone bad, but the State Department in- 
sisted that the United States had an important commitment to at least the 
southern half of the country. With the Soviet Union refusing to accept 
American plans for a unified, independent Korea, the United States worked 
through the United Nations in forming an independent government, the 
Republic of Korea (ROK), below the thirty-eighth parallel. The State De- 
partment managed to get through Congress a program of limited economic 
and military assistance to the fledgling ROK and to delay the final with- 
drawal of U.S. troops. Yet in 1948 the legislative branch passed a large tax cut 
over Truman’s veto.'8 With the onset of recession in early 1949, the reduction 
of federal revenues led to a substantial deficit, thus reinforcing the predispo- 
sition in the executive branch and Congress to focus defense policy on air- 
power and atomic weapons. In June 1949, despite lingering concerns in the 
State Department, the last American combat units left Korea, leaving only 
five hundred military advisers to assist in training the ROK army.” 

In the year prior to the North Korean attack, Truman faced the tasks in 
foreign policy of pushing through Congress a major arms aid package for 
Europe and the renewal of funding for the Marshall Plan. He also had to re- 
sist pressure for an undesirable increase in U.S. involvement in the civil war 
in China. The State Department remained concerned about Korea, yet that 
country possessed no important constituency in the United States, and any 
effort to single it out for attention would run into indifference in the Penta- 
gon and/or added pressure from pro—Chiang Kai-shek forces in Congress 
and the press for new assistance to Nationalist China. Besides, American in- 
telligence assessments indicated that North Korea was unlikely to launch an 
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all-out attack in the near future because it continued to have a chance to 
overthrow the ROK through assistance to antigovernment guerrillas below 
the thirty-eighth parallel. The ROK’s internal weakness and the oft-expressed 
desire of its president, Syngman Rhee, to take military action against the 
North to unite the peninsula made Washington reluctant to provide large- 
scale arms assistance. Given Korea’s marginal strategic significance to the United 
States and the uncertainty, both locally and otherwise, regarding the circum- 
stances under which a conflagration might occur on the peninsula, Washing- 
ton could not afford to make an advance commitment to military action there.” 

The problem with the above analysis is that it omits Truman’s contribu- 
tion to the events described. If we are to give the president credit for his lead- 
ership from 1947 to 1949 in warning the country of the Soviet threat and 
pushing through Congress a series of measures to contain it, we must also ac- 
knowledge the limits of his leadership regarding the military dimension of 
the threat. It was not as if he was lacking in advice from his underlings in the 
Pentagon, who wanted to use the Czech crisis of March 1948 as an instru- 
ment for a major buildup of U.S. military forces. Truman accepted only mod- 
est increases in military manpower levels, however, and when the leading 
administration hawk, Secretary of Defense James Forrestal, left office in early 
1949 he was replaced by Louis Johnson, who was only too willing to imple- 
ment his boss’s desire to keep a tight rein on defense spending. Truman, his- 
torian Paul Pierpaoli remarks, was “a legendary fiscal conservative,” a proponent 
of the view that budget deficits would undermine national economic strength, 
America’s primary asset in its struggle with the Soviet Union. His determi- 
nation to implement domestic welfare programs that would add hundreds of 
millions of dollars to federal expenditures strengthened his resolve to limit 
military expenditures. Finally, he possessed deeply ingrained suspicions and 
fears of a national security state, believing that empowerment of the military 
brass and/or national security managers would undermine American democ- 
racy and that the military services could get along with what they had if only 
they would rid themselves of redundancies in weapons and personnel rooted 
in their inability to agree on missions.?! The president continued to resist a 
substantial increase in overall military spending even after the successful 
Soviet test of an atomic bomb and the Communist victory in mainland 
China. Although he did not explicitly reject NSC-68, a planning document 
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that appeared on his desk in April 1950 asserting the need for a massive in- 
crease in the military budget, he made no move to implement it. In early 
May he actually stated publicly that the next year’s budget would be smaller 
than the current one.” 

Clearly Truman’s attitude toward defense spending contributed to a dis- 
junction between America’s growing commitments abroad and the means 
available to fulfill them. Even if we concede that an explicit commitment to 
South Korea’s defense was unwarranted prior to June 25, 1950, we must ac- 
knowledge that the continuing desire of the Pentagon to withdraw American 
troops from the peninsula and its lack of enthusiasm for bolstering State 
Department efforts at deterrence there were in part a result of the president’s 
determination to hold down the defense budget. 

It is unrealistic to expect Truman and his advisers, in the immediate after- 
math of World War II, to have constructed and implemented a fully coherent 
national strategy. The Soviet threat was not widely accepted until early 1946, 
and its precise nature remained contested for some time after that.? Yet, in 
addition to the existence of numerous advocates of higher defense spending, 
there was no shortage of expert analysts who believed that the American 
economy could thrive with higher defense budgets, even if this meant sub- 
stantial budget deficits over the short term. Most prominent of these was 
Leon Keyserling, who became chairman of the Council of Economic Ad- 
visers in late 1949 following the resignation of the more conservative Edwin 
Nourse. Keyserling was Truman’s appointee, but prior to June 1950 the com- 
mander in chief showed no inclination to use Keyserling’s thinking as justifi- 
cation for increased military expenditures.”4 

Whatever Truman’s failures prior to the North Korean attack, there can be 
no doubt that his response to this event was swift and vigorous. Within a 
week, he committed American troops to the defense of the ROK, and over 
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the next two months he asked Congress for new funding for foreign arms as- 
sistance, the Atomic Energy Commission, and the Pentagon’s budget that 
virtually doubled heretofore projected expenditures for fiscal 1951. These 
were merely the first steps in what became the implementation of NSC-68 
and the creation of a national security state.” 

Some scholars who defend Truman for intervening in Korea criticize him 
for an excessive military buildup at home and for an overconcentration of 
power in the executive branch. I have argued above for the prudence of a mil- 
itary buildup, while conceding that its size is open to debate. It deserves 
mention, however, that Truman was by no means on the extreme side of con- 
temporary disputes over the size of the military buildup. Moreover, due to re- 
straining forces in both the executive and legislative branches, the buildup 
was not nearly as large as some believed was necessary.”° On executive power, 
broader agreement exists that Truman erred in refusing to go to Congress for 
at least a resolution approving his action in Korea and that this refusal repre- 
sented an important step in the development of the “imperial presidency” that 
peaked in the Johnson and Nixon years.?” 

Criticism is also widespread of Truman’s conduct of the war in the fall of 
1950, when he altered the original mission of the intervention from restoring 
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the boundary of the thirty-eighth parallel to destroying North Korean forces 
and constructing a pro-American government throughout the peninsula. 
Rather than leading to an end to the fighting well before the end of the year, 
as a halting of UN ground forces at or near the old boundary line probably 
would have done, the headlong march to the Yalu River brought the Chinese 
Communists into the fray and extended the war’s duration indefinitely against 
a secondary enemy and in a location far removed from Europe, the key bat- 
tlefield of the Cold War. The march beyond the narrow neck of Korea lo- 
cated just north of the cities of Pyongyang and Wonsan was especially ill 
advised, as it overextended UN ground units in a manner that left them vul- 
nerable to strong Chinese counterattacks, undermined allied confidence in 
Washington's judgment, and greatly weakened Truman at home. 

However faulty Truman’s leadership may have been during the fall of 1950, 
the point needs to be made up front that halting UN forces at the thirty- 
eighth parallel in late September and early October would have had serious 
international and domestic drawbacks; even with a half-century of hindsight 
it is not clear that this approach would have been the wisest to follow. Most 
important here is that the thirty-eighth parallel was an indefensible line. As 
such, its reestablishment was unlikely “to restore international peace and se- 
curity in the area,” the phrase used in the U.S.-drafted UN Security Council 
resolution of the previous June 27, which called for action “to repel the armed 
attack” by North Korea.”* In international relations as in life, of course, “se- 
curity” is a relative rather than an absolute concept, but surely the United 
States had ample justification after June 25 to seek a boundary in Korea that 
possessed good natural barriers to being breached. A second problem with a 
halt at the thirty-eighth parallel was that it would have created a split be- 
tween the United States and the ROK, whose leader, Syngman Rhee, was a 
fierce proponent of unification by any means necessary. The United States 
had helped to divide the country in 1945 and to perpetuate that division in 
1948, while at the same time identifying unification as a continuing objec- 
tive. To have denied ROK forces an opportunity to achieve that objective fol- 
lowing North Korea’s breach of the peace in June would have produced 
serious and potentially long-term difficulties for the United States in Korea. 
A third problem was that Truman and his Democratic Party were engaged in 
an intense battle at home for continued control of the federal government, 
and calling a halt to UN forces in Korea at the thirty-eighth parallel, espe- 
cially following the sharp reversal of military conditions on the peninsula 
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brought about by the Inchon landing, would have produced intensified at- 
tacks from the Republicans regarding the alleged timidity of American pol- 
icy toward East Asia as a congressional election campaign reached its peak.?? 

In all three areas, a case can be made that most of the major elements of 
the policy Truman set in place in late September were the best suited to pro- 
duce a positive result. The new orders sent to Gen. Douglas MacArthur, the 
commander of UN forces in Korea, on September 27 read in part: “Under no 
circumstances . . . will your forces cross the Manchurian or U.S.S.R. borders 
of Korea, and, as a matter of policy, no non-Korean ground forces will be 
used in the northeast provinces bordering the Soviet Union or in the area 
along the Manchurian border.” Although “as a matter of policy” was a less 
absolute prohibition than “under no circumstances,” and had possibly tragic 
future consequences, the idea behind this directive was that all UN ground 
forces would march as far north as the narrow neck of the peninsula just 
north of Pyongyang and Wonsan, and then ROK troops would move on to 
the northern border on their own, with the assistance of UN (mostly U.S.) air 
and naval power.°? 

This approach presented the possibility of (1) establishing a defensible 
line (either at the northern boundary of Korea if all went well, or at the nar- 
row neck if otherwise), (2) a unified peninsula, and (3) a U.S. victory in East 
Asia that would have undermined perceptions at home of Democratic weak- 
ness in combating Communism in the region. If the Chinese Communists 
intervened, as they threatened to do at the end of September and early Oc- 
tober, American ground forces at least would have been at a line they might 
have been able to defend, their sensitivity to the Chinese in halting well 
south of the Manchurian border would have made Beijing’s position less at- 
tractive before international opinion, and criticism on the home front could 
have been contained by pointing to the improved position of friendly forces 
in Korea compared to the period before June 25 and the likely cost, in lives 
and treasure, of pursuing a more ambitious course. 

Admittedly, any non-Korean ground effort across the thirty-eighth paral- 
lel increased the prospect of Chinese intervention, and that includes even a 
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very limited move in search of a defensible line. Arguably, the safest approach 
from all perspectives except domestic politics was to establish such a line while 
announcing to the North Koreans and the Chinese that any effort to counter it 
would produce an all-out campaign to unite the peninsula. On the domestic 
front, Truman undermined his own flexibility in August by permitting his un- 
derlings to make public comments that encouraged expectations of a UN cam- 
paign to unite Korea. On the thirty-first, the president himself stated in a radio 
broadcast that “the Koreans have a right to be free, independent, and united” 
and that the United States, “under the guidance of the United Nations,” would 
“do [its] part to help them enjoy that right.”>! Had the administration 
launched a summer campaign to encourage caution rather than boldness in 
Korea, the domestic climate in the fall might have been easier to manage, al- 
though there can be little doubt that the Republicans would have attempted to 
use any restraint by the United States to their partisan advantage.*” 

Truman boxed himself in still further on Korea in early October, when at 
American behest the UN General Assembly passed a resolution reiterating 
the international body’s objective of “a unified, independent and democratic 
Government of Korea,” first stated in November 1947, and then called for 
“all appropriate steps . . . to ensure conditions of stability throughout Korea.” 
In essence, the resolution defined victory on the peninsula vof as the origi- 
nally stated aim of reestablishing the thirty-eighth parallel, or even restoring 
“peace and security in the area,” but as a united anti-Communist Korea.*4 By 
the time Chinese intervention became apparent in late October, therefore, 
any settlement short of Korea’s unification under a friendly regime could not 
be considered anything but a defeat. Ironically, the president who before June 
25 had failed to place protection of half of Korea high enough on his list of 
priorities now elevated its unification to a level that soon would have dire 
consequences for his presidency and his country. 
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Truman’s ill-advised management of the Korean issue reached its apogee 
from mid-October to late November. During this period he permitted Mac- 
Arthur to move non-Korean ground units beyond the narrow neck in Korea 
and then to continue offensive operations in the face of irrefutable evidence 
of Chinese intervention. The result was a devastating Chinese counteroffen- 
sive in late November. Dean Acheson later referred to this development as 
“one of the most terrific disasters that has occurred to American foreign policy” 
and “the greatest disaster which occurred to the Truman administration.” 

In his memoirs, Acheson wrote, “I have an unhappy conviction that none 
of us [advising the president], myself prominently included, served him as he 
was entitled to be served.” Truman told political scientist Richard Neustadt 
many years after the event that MacArthur “was commander in the field. You 
pick your man, you've got to back him up. That’s the only way a military or- 
ganization can work. I got the best advice I could and the man on the spot 
said this was the thing to do... . So I agreed. That was my decision.”*° It 
was, indeed; yet Truman had not followed MacArthur’s earlier advice regard- 
ing Taiwan, nor did he follow the field commander’s subsequent advice on 
Korea, eventually firing him from all his commands. It was apparent by 
November 1950 that MacArthur placed an importance on East Asia in gen- 
eral that ran contrary to administration thinking, which was committed to a 
Europe-first strategy. Truman faced a very difficult set of circumstances in 
the fall of 1950, both domestic and international, and he did not receive sage 
advice from any of his top advisers. Still, he made the final choices, and on 
Korea he chose badly. The overall success of his presidency in the area of for- 
eign policy derived in large part from his ability and willingness to choose 
people as his subordinates who were better informed and often more sophis- 
ticated than himself—and to follow their advice. There are times, nonethe- 
less, when greatness in leadership requires an ability to rise above the wisdom 
and courage of subordinates, and in this instance Truman failed the test. 

If his administration never fully recovered from that failure, Truman did 
manage in Korea to both contain Communism and contain the war. The 
president refused to panic in the face of China’s counteroffensive, rejecting 
either withdrawal from Korea unless absolutely necessary or expansion of the 
war beyond the peninsula, as MacArthur wanted. In early April 1951, with 
UN forces back in the area of the thirty-eighth parallel and Chinese forces 
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preparing to mount a new offensive, Truman cobbled together a consensus 
among his advisers that the wayward general must go, mustered the courage 
to do the deed, and then rode out the storm. When the Chinese spring of- 
fensives failed, he approved an attempt to negotiate an end to the fighting. 
Armistice talks began in July. 

Yet when he left office a year and a half later, the shooting still had not 
stopped. The continuing war in Korea was a key in the defeat of the Demo- 
cratic Party in the election of 1952 and in Truman’s low ratings in public 
opinion polls.*” So the issue remains: should Truman have done something 
differently between the Chinese intervention in late 1950 and his departure 
from office? 

The first step in addressing this question is to evaluate MacArthur's pro- 
posed course of a naval blockade of and air attacks on China. At the time, 
this course was rejected on several grounds. First, it might have led to direct 
Soviet intervention in the war with airpower, ground forces, or both. Given 
the Soviets’ proximity to Korea and their ability to strike Japan from the air, 
such intervention might well have forced a UN retreat from the peninsula 
and caused severe damage to U.S. airpower in Japan. Second, even if the 
Soviets did not intervene directly in Korea or attack Japan, their airpower in 
the Far East was sufficient to have inflicted serious losses on U.S. air forces 
operating over Manchuria. The combination of loss of planes and expendi- 
ture of bombs, including perhaps atomic bombs, over China would have de- 
pleted the capacity of the United States to launch its war plan against the 
Soviet Union.*® As it was, American planners were uncertain that an atomic 
offensive against the Soviet homeland would destroy Moscow’s war-making 
capacity. Given its conventional superiority in Europe, the Soviet army 
might well have marched to the English channel and bombed USS. air bases 
in the British Isles, thus weakening the most important launching pads for 
the strategic offensive against the Soviet Union. Third, whether in an ex- 
panded war in northeast Asia or an all-out war in Europe that grew out of it, 
allied support was uncertain. NATO allies were uniformly opposed to ex- 
panding the war beyond Korea, and a U.S. flaunting of their views might have 
torn the young alliance asunder at a time when unity was most needed.*? To 
Truman and his top advisers, the prospect of victory in Korea and/or a quick 
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end to the war was never sufficiently alluring to warrant the risks that ac- 
companied the effort. 

A half-century later, with our access to huge bodies of formerly secret doc- 
uments from both sides in the war, Truman’s decision to limit the war to 
Korea appears sound. Although it is clear now as then that Stalin preferred to 
avoid a direct clash with the United States either in northeast Asia or in Eu- 
rope, it is also apparent that he was willing to take considerable risk in aiding 
the Chinese and even to encourage them to pursue total victory in Korea. 
He, too, was impressed with divisions generated in the Western camp by U.S. 
conduct in Korea. Despite the Soviet Union's lack of full preparedness for 
war, he was well aware that the future might produce an enemy—with West 
Germany and Japan rearmed and the United States fully mobilized—far 
more potent than at present.*° During the fall of 1950, he had resisted pres- 
sure from Pyongyang and Beijing to become directly involved in the fighting, 
but later, with China fully engaged against the Americans and the Western 
alliance approaching the breaking point, U.S. escalation of the war beyond 
the peninsula might well have led Stalin to take the plunge. Had he done so, 
the United States might have emerged victorious from the ensuing conflagra- 
tion, but at a huge cost to life and treasure and, in all likelihood, to the trust 
and allegiance of its European allies. To his credit, Truman chose patience 
and internationalism over impulsiveness and unilateralism. 

But what of more aggressive action within Korea to place greater diplomatic 
pressure on the enemy? Here the goal would not have been Communist ac- 
quiescence in total defeat on the peninsula, as MacArthur wanted, but rather 
enemy acceptance of an early end to the fighting on terms as or more attrac- 
tive to the United States than the ones ultimately secured by the Eisenhower 
administration in mid-1953. 

There is no doubt that during the last seven months of 1951 Chinese and 
North Korean forces were at a military disadvantage in Korea and that, after 
this, their integration of Soviet artillery and completion of deep, well- 
manned lines of defense made any significant UN gain on the ground ex- 
tremely difficult and costly.*! It is also true that in November 1951, after recent 
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UN ground gains of several miles at various points along the battlefront, 
Washington imposed concessions regarding an armistice line on its negotia- 
tors at Panmunjom against the passionate advice of the UN commander, 
Gen. Matthew B. Ridgway. The concessions included a provision that the 
final line would not be altered from the existing point of contact between the 
contestants so long as other issues for an armistice were resolved within thirty 
days. This provision, in turn, led the Eighth Army commander in Korea, 
Gen. James Van Fleet, to order an end to all offensive ground operations.” 
These facts would have been relatively insignificant had Truman not, in Feb- 
ruary 1952, decided to take a firm stand in favor of the principle of no forced 
repatriation of prisoners of war. Had he been willing to give ground on that 
issue, an armistice would have been achieved two months later. As it was, the 
Communists resisted the American position on POWs until June 1953, thus 
delaying an end to the fighting for more than a year. 

The capacity of UN ground forces, without reinforcements, to advance 
substantially farther than they did any time between June and December 
1951 remains debatable, although there is general agreement that any ad- 
vance would not have been beyond the narrow neck. It is debatable as well 
whether or not an advance would have softened the Communist negotiating 
position at an earlier date. The Chinese, after all, could (and did) augment 
their forces in Korea, both in manpower and in Soviet firepower, and they 
were extraordinarily sensitive about making concessions under military pres- 
sure. The farther north UN forces advanced, the more difficult it would have 
been for Mao’s “new China” to claim victory in the war—or even avoid a per- 
ception of defeat. In addition, any UN advance would have increased U.S. 
and allied casualties, increased the already considerable pressure on the home 
front to end the fighting, and undermined European support for American 
conduct of the war. On the other hand, the key Chinese concession on POWs 
in 1953 came after the United States had stepped up the air war over North 
Korea and threatened, in the face of allied pressure to the contrary, to escalate 
still further.*9 

The strongest case to be made against Truman is that, in late 1951, he per- 
mitted an end to military pressure on the ground in Korea while major issues 
remained to be resolved in the armistice talks. He did this without compre- 
hending the potential significance of an unconventional stand on the POW 
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issue or even having made up his mind that that stand would be adopted. He 
adopted that position as firm only after the Communists had used the respite 
on the battlefield to improve their relative military position. 

Another criticism often directed at Truman is that his stand on POWs it- 
self was unjustified. It was of dubious legality under the Geneva Convention 
of 1949, to which the United States was a signatory, and conditions in the 
POW camps in South Korea were such as to make it difficult for prisoners to 
express their true feelings toward repatriation. Many American military offi- 
cials were against Truman's position because it gave priority to enemy rather 
than allied prisoners. The stance, it was feared, would at best keep American 
prisoners in Communist hands for longer than necessary and at worst lead to 
additional Americans dying or not being returned. Delay of an armistice, of 
course, also would lead to continuing battlefield casualties on the UN side. 

The case for no forced repatriation was not without merit, however. In 
practice, the Communists had flaunted the Geneva Convention from the be- 
ginning, treating UN POWs miserably. The Communists’ list of POWs held 
in their custody numbered a mere 11,559, whereas the UN Command classi- 
fied some 100,000 of its troops as missing in action. During the early months 
of the war alone, Communist news releases and radio broadcasts claimed the 
capture of more than 65,000 enemy soldiers. The UN Command list num- 
bered 132,000 prisoners, with 37,000 more being classified as civilian in- 
ternees because they had begun the war as residents of the South and, in some 
cases, had even been in the ROK army. The Communists reported 188,000 
of their soldiers as missing. Whether or not we include the civilian internees, 
the UN list was far closer, proportionately or in absolute numbers, to the 
enemy’s own estimates than was the case on the other side. Why should the 
bad behavior of the Communists be rewarded, some asked, with the return to 
the Communists of more than ten times the number of men returned to the 
United Nations, men who could then be reintegrated into Communist armies 
to fight another day? Rather, why not uphold the principle of no forced repa- 
triation in this case so as to encourage soldiers in Communist armies in the 
future to defect rather than fight? Fearing such an outcome, Communist 
leaders might think twice about launching military aggression. At least the 
enforcement of no forced repatriation in Korea would represent a great pro- 
paganda victory in the war of ideas between the democratic United States 
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and the authoritarian Soviet Union. Pragmatic considerations aside, with 
memories still fresh of the brutal mistreatment of POWs forcibly returned to 
the Soviet Union following World War II, the humanitarian impulse was not 
without weight." 

Whatever the wisdom of Truman’s decision, it was very much his own, as 
the State Department was divided on the issue and the Pentagon and UN 
Command essentially favored an all-for-all exchange.*’ The president’s mo- 
tives remain uncertain. His moral revulsion growing out of his experience 
with the return of prisoners to the Soviet Union during 1945 and 1946 prob- 
ably played a role, as did his accumulated frustration and anger over dealing 
with Communist powers that he believed, as he wrote in his private journal, 
possessed “no sense of honor and no moral code.”48 He also worried that an 
end to the war might compromise the rearmament program at home.”? It is 
doubtful that he preferred to continue the war, but his concern here may have 
led him to pursue its end with a bit less determination. 

As things turned out, the rearmament program did continue through 
1952, as did the war. If Truman must take a share of the blame for the unpre- 
paredness that helped bring on the war in 1950, and if the prudence of his 
stand on POWs remains very much in doubt, there is no question that he 
used the conflict in Korea to put the United States in a much stronger mili- 
tary position vis-a-vis the Soviet Union. 


Political leadership is an enterprise fraught with imprecision. Leaders are 
forever called upon to make decisions under the pressure of time and with in- 
complete information. Once decisions are made, they often take on lives of 
their own, closing off options and setting the course of events in directions 
that few anticipated or desired. Leadership in the United States is inherently 
untidy, with presidents constantly being restrained by a system and a popu- 
lace that prioritizes restrictions on power. With these realities in mind, and 
with the records of dozens of other presidents available for comparison, 
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Truman’s performance on Korea as chief executive merits a mixed grade, but 
one weighted toward the higher end. 

Although Truman’s actions and oversights contributed to the outbreak of 
war in June 1950, his early response was largely sound, including his action to 
bolster American military power. While he erred badly in the fall of 1950 
with his overly aggressive campaign to unite Korea, he did not compound his 
mistake by expanding the war beyond the peninsula. Rather, he successfully 
escalated the military buildup and continued multilateral diplomacy to 
strengthen the Western alliance. In other words, Truman learned from his 
mistakes rather than compounding them and left the United States in a strong 
position to compete effectively with the primary enemy, the Soviet Union. 

True, his legacy included questionable positions in Korea on POWs and 
elsewhere in East Asia on aid to the French in Indochina and to the Na- 
tionalist government on Taiwan. Yet the first of these was soon resolved ad- 
vantageously by his successor, who experienced the good fortune of Stalin’s 
death shortly after assuming office. The course in Indochina, however flawed, 
was a substantial distance in scope and time from the tragic intervention 
there under President Lyndon B. Johnson. As for Taiwan, the consequences 
of Truman's move to protect the Nationalists in the aftermath of the North 
Korean attack of June 1950 remain with us to this day. We must recognize, 
though, that in addition to interjecting what turned out to be a dangerous, 
long-term dimension to the U.S. relationship with the People’s Republic of 
China, Truman also made possible the eventual emergence of Taiwan as both 
an economic powerhouse and a working democracy, a success story for 
American policy in the underdeveloped world. 

A comparison of this record with those of two highly rated wartime pres- 
idents of the twentieth century, Woodrow Wilson and Franklin D. Roose- 
velt, does not necessarily diminish Truman. Wilson led the United States 
into war only after failing to mediate an end to a massive European conflict 
and at least in part because he did not arm his country to a degree that forced 
the belligerents to take him seriously. To be sure, Wilson governed at a time 
when Americans were even less accustomed than during Truman’s era to the 
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thought of military preparedness, yet the country was hardly devoid of prom- 
inent advocates of that approach. Wilson deserves high marks for his perfor- 
mance once the nation was at war, but he overreached himself in its aftermath, 
thus contributing mightily to the withdrawal of the United States from a po- 
sition of international leadership and responsibility. If his ideas eventually 
provided much of the framework for a successful U.S. global strategy in the 
Cold War, his clumsiness at home during 1919 and 1920 left the country ill- 
equipped to face the challenges of the next generation. Clearly this cannot be 
said of Truman. 

As for Roosevelt, although he inherited a weak hand in foreign policy 
given prevailing conditions and attitudes at home, he did not provide path- 
breaking leadership in handling the emerging crises in either East Asia or 
Europe. The best that can be said for him—and this is well worth saying—is 
that when he finally maneuvered the country into war, he did so in a manner 
that produced widespread unity. What he did not do was to prepare the 
American people particularly well for the challenges of the postwar era. 
Given the nature of American political culture, it is perhaps too much to ex- 
pect him to have managed the war adeptly while giving the population a re- 
alistic sense of the responsibilities they were likely to face in its aftermath. 
And he did make significant moves in that direction with the Bretton Woods 
and Dumbarton Oaks conferences of 1944. To have attempted more might 
well have left the nation in the same position that Wilson did when he re- 
tired in 1921. 

Even so, the last point helps us to appreciate the extraordinary challenges 
that Truman faced upon assuming office and, indeed, throughout his presi- 
dency. Undeniably, the road he followed was laced with bumps and potholes, 
and his negotiation of them was far from flawless. If our standard is perfec- 
tion or the immediate judgment of his contemporaries, his performance falls 
well short; if it is historical comparison and the perspective provided by the 
passage of time, the claims of his Farewell Address are not without merit. 
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The Truman Prophecy 
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In his Farewell Address, Harry Truman dared to look into the future. He 
lamented the fact that he “had hardly a day in office that has not been domi- 
nated by this all-embracing struggle—this conflict between those who love 
freedom and those who would lead the world back into slavery and darkness. 
And always in the background there has been the atomic bomb.” But history 
would judge, he predicted, that his administration had set the course for vic- 
tory in the Cold War; the blueprint to which he referred, of course, was the 
strategy of containment. Although historians still debate the meaning and 
implications of containment, there was by 1952 little doubt in Truman's 
mind. He had tried rolling back the “bamboo curtain” in Korea and had re- 
jected the strategy as too risky.! He had accepted George Kennan’s original 
definition stated first in the Long Telegram of 1946 and then in the “Mr. X” 
article in Foreign Affairs. America and its free-world allies should through 
military strength and mutual aid contain the forces of international Commu- 
nism within their current boundaries until, inevitably, Communism’s various 
components should collapse of their own internal contradictions.” The peo- 
ple behind the Iron Curtain, oppressed, exploited—indeed, enslaved—would 
someday choose freedom over tyranny, justice over exploitation, God over 
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atheism, and capitalism over Marxism. No system whose rulers lived in fear 
of their own people could survive. “Whether the communist rulers shift their 
policies of their own free will—or whether the change comes about in some 
other way,” he declared, “I have not a doubt in the world that a change will 
occur.” There would dawn then a new age of peace and prosperity, “an age 
when we can use the peaceful tools that science has forged for us to do away 
with poverty and human misery everywhere on earth.” Francis Fukiyama could 
not have said it better.> There were two prophecies, then: that containment 
would achieve its objective—the demise of the international Communist 
conspiracy—and that the end of the Cold War would usher in a new era of 
international understanding and global prosperity. As a survey of American 
foreign policy since the Farewell Address demonstrates, Truman proved to be 
as wrong in his second prediction as he was right in the first. 

When he was inaugurated president in 1953, Dwight Eisenhower was not 
fundamentally unhappy with the foreign policies America had followed since 
1945. As NATO’s first commander in chief, he had been a loyal advocate of 
Truman’s containment policy. Like former Secretary of State Dean Acheson 
and Republican senators Robert Taft of Ohio and Joseph McCarthy of Wis- 
consin, he believed in the existence of a monolithic Communist threat di- 
rected from the Kremlin that, if the United States and its allies were not 
ever-vigilant, would spread Communism across the globe through a combi- 
nation of intimidation, subversion, and, if circumstances were right, armed 
aggression. Eisenhower disagreed with both Taft and McCarthy in other areas, 
however. The principal threat was not Communist burrowing from within, 
and the United States could not entrust its security to chains of island bases 
in the Atlantic and Pacific. Rather, the principal menace was from abroad 
and was best countered by U.S.-led alliance systems and American-financed 
programs of overseas economic and military aid. Despite Republican rhetoric, 
continuity rather than change was the watchword during the Eisenhower ad- 
ministration in foreign as well as domestic policy. The task ahead, all agreed, 
was to contain Communism within its current boundaries until inevitably 
the Sino-Soviet empire rotted from within.‘ 

During the Eisenhower era the United States refused to become involved 
in “brushfire” wars in part because it had learned the “lessons” of Korea and 
in part because the nation’s conventional forces were allowed to deteriorate 
dramatically. The neglect was intentional, a byproduct of the administration’s 
defense policy. Almost as soon as they took office Eisenhower, Secretary of 
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State John Foster Dulles, Secretary of the Treasury George Humphrey, and 
Secretary of Defense Charles Wilson had to come to grips with the problem 
of how to reconcile a reduced budget (they were Republicans, after all) with 
a militantly anti-Communist posture. The chief lesson Ike and his associates 
drew from Korea was that limited wars fought with conventional weaponry 
on the periphery of the Communist world only drained the nation’s resources 
and weakened its allies’ resolve. Secretary Humphrey continually preached 
that big, expensive government, including bloated defense budgets, would 
corrupt the currency, drain capital away from the private sector, and do what 
the Soviet Union could never do—destroy the Republic from within. Yet the 
Communist threat was ever-present.> 

The administration's synthesis of the seemingly antithetical objectives of 
military economy and global defense was the doctrine of strategic deterrence, 
which Dulles dubbed “massive retaliation.” In order to get “more bang for the 
buck,” the administration would concentrate its funds on the Air Force, spe- 
cifically the Strategic Air Command (SAC), deliverer of the atomic bomb. 
Instead of becoming bogged down in a land war in Asia, Latin America, or 
the Middle East, the United States in any direct confrontation with the 
forces of international Communism would brandish its nuclear arsenal. 
When it or its allies were faced with aggression from the Soviet Union or its 
proxies, Dulles argued, the United States must be prepared to go to the brink 
of nuclear war. “The ability to get to the verge without getting into the war is 
the necessary art,” he told a Life reporter in 1956.° Under the plan worked 
out by Humphrey and Wilson, total military expenditures would drop from 
about fifty billion dollars in 1954 to thirty-five billion by 1957. In 1955 Pres- 
ident Eisenhower asserted America’s willingness to use nuclear weapons if 
necessary. Massive retaliation was based on a kind of clear internal logic. If in 
fact all Communist roads led to Moscow and every Marxist revolution 
threatened to expand the area of Soviet influence, it was absurd to battle the 
manifestations of the disease. The most efficient response was to destroy the 
source of the cancer itself. This logic obtained, however, only so long as the 
United States maintained a clear superiority over the Soviet Union in both 
nuclear weaponry and means of delivery.’ 

Brinkmanship and alliance building proved to be ineffective strategies. 
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The Soviets sought to project their power not through military aggression 
but rather through forging ideological links with anticolonial, revolutionary 
leaders in developing areas and providing non-Western governments with 
economic and military aid. During the first Eisenhower administration, 
Dulles refused to recognize the crucial role of economic assistance, stressing 
arms support almost exclusively. Covert operations such as that in Guate- 
mala seemed somewhat more successful, but the victories won were short- 
term and in the end very costly. Washington seemed oblivious to the fact that 
indigenous nationalism and local rivalries were far more important in Third 
World crises than the East-West confrontation. In its obsession with the 
Cold War, the Eisenhower administration tended always to align the United 
States with entrenched, pro-Western oligarchies and to see revolutionary na- 
tionalism as part of the international Communist conspiracy. As a result, 
American policy frequently drove local nationalist movements into the arms 
of Communist China and the Soviet Union.® 

Meanwhile, advances in Soviet rocketry seemed to render “massive retali- 
ation” and “brinkmanship” irrelevant. On October 4, 1957, the Soviet Union 
shocked the West by sending the world’s first earth satellite, Sputnik (“trav- 
eling companion” in Russian), into orbit. That accomplishment, realized 
before the United States had perfected its own missile system, upset the sci- 
entific and potentially the military balance between the two countries. On 
November 2 the Russians launched Sputnik II, with a payload six times 
heavier than that carried by the first Russian vehicle, again proving their ap- 
parent superiority in missile technology.’ This demonstration of engineering 
acumen devastated most Americans. Newsweek devoted a sizable portion of 
its first issue after the launch to lamenting the deplorable state of American 
science and education. Democratic senator Stuart Symington of Missouri, a 
former secretary of the air force, warned that “unless our defense policies are 
promptly changed, the Soviets will move from superiority to supremacy. If 
that ever happens our position will become impossible.”!° The Soviet Union 
also possessed the most powerful army in the world and was developing a 
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navy second only to that of the United States. Even Secretary Dulles admit- 
ted that Russia had overcome the “preponderance of power” that the United 
States had enjoyed since 1945.1! 

Although he recognized the importance of agriculture, the budget, labor- 
management problems, and social issues, John F. Kennedy’s overriding inter- 
est was foreign affairs. The great bulk of his inaugural address was devoted to 
it, and he frequently justified policies designed to get the nation moving on 
the home front in terms of America’s ongoing competition with the Soviet 
Union. Despite the attention he gave it, however, Kennedy’s foreign policy 
suffered from a basic contradiction. He and his advisers insisted that they 
were out to make the world safe for diversity, that under their leadership the 
United States would abandon the status quo policies of the past and support 
change, especially in the developing world. 

The Kennedy people did not object to the Eisenhower administration’s 
intervention into the internal affairs of other nations but rather to the fact 
that it usually intervened ineptly and always to prop up the status quo. In a 
special address to Congress in May 1961, the president declared that “the 
great battleground for the defense and expansion of freedom today is... 
Asia, Latin America, Africa and the Middle East, the lands of the rising peo- 
ples.”!* According to Arthur Schlesinger Jr., Kennedy fully understood that 
in Latin America “the militantly anti-revolutionary line” of the past was the 
policy most likely to strengthen the Communists and lose the hemisphere. 
He and his advisers planned openings to the left to facilitate “democratic de- 
velopment.” Specifically, the administration projected an ambitious foreign- 
aid program that would promote social justice and economic progress in the 
developing nations and in the process funnel nationalist energy into pro- 
democracy, anti-Communist channels. Modernization through American aid 
would ensure that evolution rather than revolution would characterize the 
political histories of the newly emerging nations. 

At the same time, the administration saw any significant change in the 
world balance of power as a threat to American security. Kennedy, McGeorge 
Bundy, Dean Rusk, and Robert McNamara took very seriously Nikita Khru- 
shchev’s January 1961 speech offering support for “wars of national libera- 
tion”; it was, they believed, evidence of a new Communist campaign to seize 
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control of anticolonial and other revolutionary movements in economically 
underdeveloped regions. If the Third World was not to succumb to the siren 
song of Marxism-Leninism, with all the implications that would pose for the 
international balance of power, then the United States and other “developed” 
countries would have to demonstrate that economic progress could take place 
within a democratic framework. But the logic of this position, as John Gad- 
dis has pointed out, was that the United States really would need a world re- 
sembling itself in order to be secure.!4 During the Kennedy years, the United 
States determined to support only those revolutionary movements that were 
democratic, favorable toward or at least tolerant of free enterprise, and staunchly 
anti-Communist. But the logic of the monolithic Communist threat and the 
domino theory coupled with the strength of domestic anti-Communism forced 
the administration to sacrifice freedom and democracy on the altar of anti- 
Communism. Thus did the United States decide to support various military 
regimes in Latin America, the Middle East, and Asia. Kennedy’s reluctant 
support of Ngo Dinh Diem’s ouster in Vietnam led to a succession of mili- 
tary governments in Saigon, virtually ensuring a confrontation with the forces 
of Vietnamese nationalism.) 

Lyndon Johnson was in basic agreement with the foreign policies of the 
Kennedy administration; indeed, as vice president he had helped to shape 
them. Military preparedness and realistic diplomacy would contain Commu- 
nism within its existing bounds. In order to keep up morale among America’s 
allies and satisfy hard-line anti-Communists at home, the United States needed 
to continue to hold fast to Berlin, oppose the admission of Communist China 
to the United Nations, and confront and blockade Cuba. He was aware of 
the growing split between the Soviet Union and Communist China and the 
possibilities inherent in it for dividing the Communist world. He also took a 
flexible, even hopeful view of the Soviet Union and Khrushchev. It was just 
possible, he believed, that Russia was becoming a status quo power and as 
such would be a force for stability rather than chaos in the world. The United 
States must continue its “flexible response” of military aid, economic assis- 
tance, and technical/political advice in response to the threat of Communism 
in the developing world, but there was nothing wrong with negotiating with 
the Soviets at the same time in an effort to reduce tensions. To all appear- 
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ances, then, Johnson was a cold warrior, but a flexible, pragmatic one. Never- 
theless, the Texan was no more ready than his predecessor to unilaterally with- 
draw from South Vietnam or seek a negotiated settlement that would lead to 
neutralization of the area south of the seventeenth parallel.! 

But America’s agonizing entanglement in the Indochinese wars was not 
rooted simply in one man’s personality and philosophy. The imposing politi- 
cal coalition supporting the war in Vietnam consisted of conservative anti- 
Communists who defined national security in terms of bases and alliances 
and who were basically xenophobic, along with liberal reformers who were 
determined to safeguard the national interest by exporting democracy and fa- 
cilitating overseas social and economic progress. Spearheading the first group 
were former isolationists like Henry Luce who believed that if the United 
States could not hide from the world it must control it, rabid anti-Communists 
who saw any expansion of Marxism-Leninism as a mortal threat to the United 
States, and elements of the American military and corporate establishments 
with a vested interest in the Cold War. Joining these realpolitikers, true be- 
lievers, and political opportunists were the leading lights of the liberal com- 
munity—Arthur Schlesinger, Dean Acheson, Joseph Rauh (head of Americans 
for Democratic Action), and Hubert Humphrey. Products of World War II, 
these internationalists saw America’s interests as being tied up with those of 
the other members of the global community. They opposed Communism be- 
cause it constituted a totalitarian threat to the principles of cultural diversity, 
individual liberty, and self-determination that they hoped would prevail at 
home and abroad. Moreover, as others have pointed out, in the overheated 
atmosphere generated by the Cold War, anti-Communism was a political 
necessity for liberals whose views on domestic issues made them ideologi- 
cally suspect. Conservatives and their liberal adversaries may have differed as 
to their notions of the ideal America but not over whether America was ideal 
or over whether it was duty bound to lead the international community into 
a new era of prosperity and stability.1” 

America’s obsession with Cuba and Vietnam distorted its relationship 
with the rest of the world. Its opposition to revolutions in those countries de- 
stroyed its credibility with revolutionary nationalists everywhere and of every 
ideological persuasion. It stretched the nation’s military and economic re- 
sources to the breaking point and polarized domestic politics and society. 
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The United States was not able to overthrow Castro, but it made allegiance 
to the anti-Castro crusade a litmus test for every government in the hemi- 
sphere. Nor was it able to defeat revolutionary nationalism in Vietnam. The 
ongoing war there strained the North Atlantic alliance, creating fears among 
America’s allies that the United States had lost both the will and the ability 
to help defend Western Europe. In its determination to combat Commu- 
nism on every front, it seemed, America had rendered itself incapable of de- 
feating it on any. Many policy makers and sophisticated observers in the 
United States understood the imbalance and distortion Vietnam and Cuba 
had introduced into American foreign policy, but the strength of domestic 
anti-Communism barred them from pursuing a more pragmatic course.!® 

It is inconceivable that Richard Nixon could have been elected presi- 
dent without the Cold War. He made his career as a professional anti- 
Communist, and the ultimate proof of his commitment to the faith was the 
more than twenty-five thousand Americans who died in Vietnam during his 
watch. It is somewhat ironic, therefore, that the term détente is associated 
with his presidency. He and Henry Kissinger were determined to create a 
new world order in which, through military intimidation and economic in- 
centives, the Soviet Union and Communist China could be transformed into 
traditional, interest-driven nation-states. Thus the famous Nixon trips to 
Beiying and Moscow. But neither the Communist superpowers nor Nixon’s 
America was willing to give up the nuclear weapons, missiles, and alliance 
systems that were the stuff of the Cold War, and the president’s paranoia at 
first distracted and then destroyed his administration.” 

The principal themes of the Carter foreign policy were human rights and 
open diplomacy. During the 1976 presidential campaign the Democratic 
candidate had lashed Henry Kissinger for his secrecy and balance-of-power 
approach to foreign affairs. “Our Secretary of State simply does not trust the 
judgment of the American people,” he told the Chicago Council on Foreign 
Relations. He pledged open covenants openly arrived at, echoing Woodrow 
Wilson’s Fourteen Points. His promise to make American foreign policy 
conform to its lofty principles also echoed Wilsonian rhetoric. The president 
declared that he would make the Helsinki accords on human rights—free- 
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dom of expression, freedom of migration, freedom from economic exploita- 
tion—the criteria for U.S. dealings with other countries. Carter and Secre- 
tary of State Cyrus Vance were mindful of the “lessons” of Vietnam; the 
secretary of state understood the limits that constrained American policy and 
perceived correctly that, for most of the developing world, issues of national- 
ism, decolonization, and socioeconomic justice were more important than 
the Cold War. Nevertheless, the president insisted, the United States did not 
have to aid countries oppressing and exploiting their populations, and it 
should be free to condemn violations of human rights at any and every op- 
portunity. It should be noted, too, that Carter’s political advisers believed that 
human rights was a “no-lose” issue that would attract not only liberals but 
cold warriors as well because of its implicit attack on the Soviet Union.” 

The president’s belief that he could make morality the basis of American 
foreign policy and simultaneously safeguard the nation’s strategic and eco- 
nomic interests was flawed. It showed a basic ignorance of history and inter- 
national politics. Woodrow Wilson's dealings with Mexico from 1913 through 
1917 demonstrated that no matter how well intentioned U.S. intervention in 
the affairs of other countries was, it was inevitably interpreted as imperialism 
by both friend and foe and was utilized by authoritarian, repressive regimes 
to rally support that would not otherwise have been forthcoming.?! 

The invasion of Afghanistan, bordering the Soviet Union, China, and 
Pakistan, angered and frightened Carter and his advisers. It marked the first 
time Soviet troops had directly intervened in a nation outside Eastern Eu- 
rope. Perhaps most alarming, the Kremlin invoked the Brezhnev Doctrine, 
last used to justify the Czech invasion of 1968, which held that the Soviet 
Union had the right to use force to correct any “deviation from socialism” in 
Marxist states. For the Carter administration, the invasion of Afghanistan 
raised the specter of a Soviet military takeover of the entire Middle East. 
Ironically, the Kremlin was acting in part to prevent the spread of Islamic 
fundamentalism into the Soviet republics of central Asia, the same funda- 
mentalism that was responsible for the holding of the American hostages in 
Iran. Carter vehemently denounced the Afghan adventure, broadened and 
deepened ties with China, stopped grain sales to the Soviet Union, approved 
covert CIA aid to the Afghan rebels, and, in his most controversial move, 
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called for a boycott of the Olympic games scheduled for Moscow the sum- 
mer following the invasion. In his State of the Union Address in January 1980, 
the president announced what came to be known as the “Carter Doctrine”: 
“an attempt by any outside force to gain control of the Persian Gulf region 
will be regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the United States of 
America, and as such an assault will be repelled by use of any means neces- 
sary, including military force.””? Carter’s hard-line response to the Soviet in- 
vasion of Afghanistan merely angered friend and foe alike without affecting 
the fundamental situation. 

Ronald Reagan’s view of Soviet Communism seemed frozen in the mid- 
1950s. The Kremlin, Reagan was convinced, was at the head of a worldwide 
conspiracy to export totalitarianism to all parts of the globe. At his first press 
conference, the president declared that the Soviets were “prepared to commit 
any crime, to lie, to cheat” in order to facilitate the spread of Marxism. For 
Reagan as for members of the “moral majority,” Soviet Communism repre- 
sented all the negative forces abroad in the world: atheism, state socialism, 
immorality. Likewise, anti-Communism was a crucial component of the strug- 
gle to resurrect the hallowed principles of liberty, free enterprise, patriotism, 
and family values. For Reagan, the Soviet Union was truly “the Evil Empire.” 
The president’s principal foreign policy advisers—Secretary of State Alex- 
ander Haig and his successor, George Shultz, Secretary of Defense Caspar 
Weinberger, National Security Adviser Richard Allen, and Ambassador to 
the United Nations Jeane Kirkpatrick—all shared their chief’s fear of an over- 
weening Soviet state, although some were far more ideological than others, 
and they differed dramatically about how to deal with the red menace. 

Defenders of the Reagan administration would later claim that its huge 
defense budgets were deliberate attempts to spend the Soviet Union into 
bankruptcy. It is unclear whether this was the case, whether Reagan and 
Weinberger really believed their own propaganda about Soviet arms superi- 
ority, or whether the administration was simply serving its military industrial 
constituency. What is certain is that the administration embarked on a mas- 
sive arms buildup and rejected meaningful arms control negotiations with 
the Soviets.74 

In the spring of 1983 Reagan unveiled an ambitious new defense plan that 
threatened the concept of mutual assured destruction (MAD) and virtually 
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assured an escalation of the arms race. In order to deal with the Soviet Union's 
“margin of superiority,” the United States would launch the Strategic De- 
fense Initiative (SDI). Labeled “Star Wars” by its critics, the new defense system 
would consist of lasers and particle beams projected from ground stations 
and satellites in space. These “death rays” would allegedly destroy incoming 
enemy missiles before they entered the earth’s atmosphere. Those few that 
slipped through would easily be taken care of by the anti-ballistic missile 
(ABM) system, according to the administration. Domestic critics of the plan 
claimed that SDI was both impractical and outrageously expensive. Soviet 
leader Yuri Andropov denounced SDI as a deliberate attempt by the United 
States to undermine the concept of mutually assured destruction, the basis for 
global peace since the late 1950s. It would, he declared, “open the floodgates of 
a runaway race of all types of strategic arms, both offensive and defensive.””5 

Many Americans who voted for Ronald Reagan in 1984 did so in spite of 
his confrontational posture toward the Soviet Union. They were particularly 
worried about the arms buildup and the Reagan administration’s apparent 
unwillingness to negotiate. Statements from various government officials al- 
luding to the survivability of a nuclear war sent a shiver up the nation’s col- 
lective spine. A Pentagon representative declared that all an American family 
had to do to get through a thermonuclear blast would be to “dig a hole, cover 
it with a couple of doors, and then throw three feet of dirt on top.” When an- 
other member of the Reagan team assured a congressional committee that 
the mail would go through in the wake of a nuclear exchange, one member 
observed that it would be difficult to deliver where there were “no addresses, 
no streets, no blocks, no houses.” A group of antinuclear doctors and scien- 
tists refuted the notion that the world could survive and thrive in the wake of 
a missile attack. The physicians predicted that nuclear war would bring on 
“the last epidemic.” Scientists presented data to prove that the dust and 
smoke from a nuclear exchange would produce a prodigious global cloud that 
would obscure the sun for a year, bring on a “nuclear winter,” and undermine 
the very basis of life on earth.*° 

The only bright spot in this exceedingly depressing picture was a dramatic 
and promising change in the leadership of the Soviet Union. Andropov had 
died in early 1984 following a long illness and was succeeded by Konstantin 
Chernenko, another aging autocrat who repressed his countrymen and pursued 
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a hard line abroad. Upon Chernenko’s death in March 1985, Mikhail Gor- 
bachev became general secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union 
(CPSU). Gorbachev represented a new generation of Soviet leaders—edu- 
cated, nonideological technocrats who had shed the paranoia of Stalin’s gen- 
eration. In his midfifties, charismatic, and cosmopolitan, Gorbachev was, like 
Peter the Great, fascinated by rather than fearful of Western technology and 
culture. Steeped in philosophy, law, and agricultural economics, he was mar- 
ried to a woman who held a doctorate in philosophy. Gorbachev was deter- 
mined to save socialism, the CPSU, and the Soviet Union by modernizing 
them. He understood that his country had fallen behind the United States, 
Japan, West Germany, and even some developing countries in technological 
innovation and economic output. The only way to reverse his country’s dra- 
matic and inevitable decline, Gorbachev reasoned, was through policies of 
perestroika (social and economic reform) and glasnost (democracy and open- 
ness to the international community). Specifically, economic progress would 
require the substitution of some free market mechanisms for collectivization 
in the Soviet economy. Rewards would have to be tied to productivity, certain 
industries decentralized, and the principle of private ownership applied to 
certain sectors, especially agriculture. And the Soviet Union would have to 
cooperate with the capitalist countries. That cooperation, Gorbachev per- 
ceived, would pay dividends in two ways. It would give the Soviet Union 
access to Western technology and markets and allow the Kremlin to divert 
resources from its monstrous military machine to the civilian sector. The 
Soviet Union would remain a single-party state, but Russians could choose 
from Communist candidates at certain levels, and their representatives would 
have authentic input into national decisions.?” 

To create an opening to the West, Gorbachev took a number of unilateral 
steps. He stopped his country’s nuclear testing program, halted the deploy- 
ment of intermediate-range missiles in Eastern Europe, and called for 
on-site inspection to enforce future arms control treaties. He concluded agree- 
ments with Japan and West Germany for the exchange of nonnuclear tech- 
nology, and he replaced his hard-line foreign minister, Andrei Gromyko, 
with the pragmatic, sophisticated Edward Shevardnadze. During the sum- 
mer of 1985 the new Soviet leader departed for a whirlwind tour of Europe, 
Latin America, and the United States. His sincerity and charm particularly 
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impressed the hard-nosed British prime minister, Margaret Thatcher, who 
upon Gorbachev’s departure declared him a man with whom the West could 
do business. 

Throughout his first five years in office Ronald Reagan had steadfastly re- 
fused to meet face-to-face with a Soviet chief of state. Perhaps because he 
sensed in Gorbachev the dawning of a new era or perhaps because his wife’s 
astrologer advised that the time was right, the president agreed to a summit 
in Geneva in November 1985. The meeting was only partially successful. 
While Nancy Reagan and Reisa Gorbachev competed for the attention of the 
cameras, the two heads of state disagreed over the second proposed Strategic 
Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT II) and SDI. Although he chided Gorba- 
chev for continuing human rights violations in the Soviet Union, Reagan was 
his usual cordial self, and Gorbachev retained his composure, determined to 
keep the channels open for future negotiation. The summit ended on a high 
note. At dinner the Reagans discovered that the Gorbachevs were movie buffs 
and regaled them with fascinating anecdotes of their life in Hollywood.”® 

A year later with very little prior publicity, Reagan and Gorbachev met in 
Reykjavik, Iceland. During the previous year the Soviet leader had taken a 
very aggressive stance on arms control issues. His overall goal, he stated, was 
the total elimination of nuclear weapons by the turn of the century. As the 
meeting opened, Gorbachev took the initiative, proposing 50 percent cuts in 
ICBMs as a prelude to their eventual elimination. Not to be outdone, Rea- 
gan, to the consternation of his advisers, suggested scrapping all American— 
and possibly British and French—nuclear weapons within ten years in return 
for Russian acquiescence in the construction and deployment of the Strategic 
Defense Initiative. The Soviets were as puzzled as Reagan’s top aides. Why 
would SDI be necessary with a full-scale nuclear build-down under way? 
Gorbachev, suspecting that the Americans were trying to establish clear nu- 
clear superiority, rejected Reagan’s proposal, and the Reykjavik meeting broke 
up. Nevertheless, the two leaders departed on a friendly note. The path to 
disarmament was still open. As the Gorbachev-Reagan relationship ripened, 
individuals on both sides of the Iron Curtain began tentatively to anticipate 
an end to the Cold War. 

Perestroika and glasnost, coupled with high military budgets in the United 
States and President George Herbert Bush’s policy of watchfulness, led to a 
series of events that saw Gorbachev's replacement with the ultrapragmatic 
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Boris Yeltsin, the end of one-party rule in what became the former Soviet 
Union, and, with the breaching of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the collapse of the 
Soviet satellite system in Eastern Europe. That same year, twenty-five thou- 
sand U.S. troops invaded Panama; for the first time in forty years, American 
intervention was justified on grounds other than the need to combat the 
forces of international Communism; the Cold War was over. 

Harry Truman’s prophecy concerning the end of the Cold War proved 
more or less true, but it did not mean, as he implied and Francis Fukiyama 
claimed, an end to history. As repressive and exploitative as it was, Soviet 
Communism had suppressed or controlled ancient tribal, sectarian, and reli- 
gious animosities. In its anti-Communist obsession the United States had 
made deals with many devils. But the Long Peace, to use John Lewis Gaddis’s 
term, had imposed a certain order on the world.”? The end of the Cold War 
brought the end of a global confrontation that had threatened mankind with 
nuclear annihilation, but it also marked the end of a world system that con- 
tained blood-and-soil nationalism. “The Tigris and Euphrates Valley can be 
made to bloom as it did in the times of Babylon and Nineveh,” Harry Tru- 
man had said in his Farewell Address. “Israel can be made the country of 
milk and honey as it was in the time of Joshua.” But the end of the Cold War 
did not pave the way to Utopia. The lion did not lie down with the lamb. The 
second part of the Truman prophecy was as misguided as the first was in- 
sightful. 

The fact that in the wake of the Cold War warfare, bloodshed, and refu- 
gees became primarily intranational rather than international have not made 
them less devastating or dangerous. Tribal hatreds have led to genocide in 
Rwanda, Burundi, and other parts of Africa. Freed from the threat of coer- 
cion by Soviet power and state Communism, the Balkans once again suc- 
cumbed to ethnic and religious hatreds. The polyglot Soviet empire began to 
unravel as Chechnians and other long-oppressed minorities sought indepen- 
dence from Mother Russia. In the Middle East, Arab and Jew, Sunni and 
Shiia, Kurd and Turk continued to fight and bleed. The disintegration of the 
Communist bloc together with the intensification of ethnic and religious ri- 
valries has led to the proliferation of nuclear technology. Arguably, during 
the 1990s the world stood closer to a nuclear incident than it had at any time 
during the Cold War, including the Cuban Missile Crisis.°° 
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Bill Clinton assumed the presidency at a time unique in the history of 
American foreign relations. The end of the Cold War left the United States 
in a position of unquestioned preponderance. Its economy was 40 percent 
larger than that of its nearest competitor, and its defense spending equaled 
that of the six next highest combined, many of which were Washington's 
close allies. The United States led the world in higher education, scientific 
research, and advanced technology. As it faced the last decade of the twenti- 
eth century, America possessed great power and freedom of action but no 
overriding enemy and no clear idea of its objectives. Globalization would be 
the byword of the 1990s, but as Sandy Berger observed, “It can expand access 
to technology that enriches life—and technology that destroys it. It can 
equalize economic opportunity—and accentuate economic disparity. It can 
make dictatorships more vulnerable to the spread of liberating ideas—and 
democracies more vulnerable to the spread of terrorism, disease, and financial 
turmoil.”3 

As the world was to learn, the Clinton administration would advance five 
major foreign policy goals: (1) to shrink the military-industrial complex and 
use the “peace dividend” to advance social and economic security in the 
United States; (2) to reduce the risk of major war in Europe, East Asia, and 
the Middle East, largely by remaining militarily involved there; (3) to reduce 
the threat posed by weapons of mass destruction; (4) to foster a more open 
and productive world economy; and (5) to attempt to build a world order 
compatible with basic American values by encouraging the growth of democ- 
racy and by acting forcefully to curb major human rights abuses. These goals 
were hardly controversial; indeed, they were virtually indistinguishable from 
those of both Bushes. 

As far as creating and distributing a peace dividend, Clinton proved as 
good as his word. The Clinton budget marked the first decline in defense 
spending since the Cold War began. In regard to his second objective, Clinton 
had to limit America’s direct military role and encourage key allies to bear a 
heavier burden because domestic support for overseas military operations was 
fragile. But he deserves credit for holding NATO together at a time when its 
principal reason for being—the Cold War—was waning. Under American 
leadership, NATO assumed the broader role of guaranteeing peace and security 
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throughout Europe. In Asia the reaffirmation of the Japanese-American se- 
curity treaty in April 1995 defused Japanese concerns about a continued U.S. 
military presence and constituted a powerful symbol of America’s continued 
engagement in the region. As far as international economics was concerned, 
Bill Clinton was as committed to free trade and American participation in a 
global economy as had been his Republican predecessors. With a great deal 
of effort he pushed through Congress the North American Free Trade Agree- 
ment (NAFTA), which provided for the gradual elimination of tariffs and 
other trade barriers between the United States on the one hand and Canada 
and Mexico on the other. 

As President Clinton came into office, the pressure on him to intervene 
militarily to relieve the Serbian siege of Sarajevo and to stop the bloodshed 
throughout Bosnia became intense. He insisted, however, that the Bosnian 
nightmare was a matter for NATO and the UN and that the members of 
those organizations in closest physical proximity to the strife-torn region, 
namely France and Germany, should take the lead. Privately, the Clinton ad- 
ministration had decided that it would intervene in Bosnia only when and if 
the parties involved showed a willingness for peace. Despite its professed 
sympathy for human rights, the Clinton administration was afraid of becom- 
ing bogged down in another Vietnam-type conflict. In 1995, after years of 
bloody fighting and ethnic cleansing, and a crushing economic embargo im- 
posed on Yugoslavia by the United Nations, the Serbs, Croats, and Muslims 
agreed to a cease-fire and to Bosnia-wide elections for a parliament and a 
three-person presidency. The Dayton Accords (named for the Ohio city where 
the negotiations took place) were to be backed by a sixty-thousand-person 
NATO force, including twenty thousand American troops. 

The best the Clinton administration was able to do—indeed, perhaps the 
best any administration could have done facing the immediate post-Cold 
War world—was to manage the supernational and subnational threats to 
USS. security in ways that minimized their damage to the nation’s vital inter- 
ests. The supernational threat took the form of a growing globalization of 
grievance networks, including the transnational network of terror groups ac- 
tive from South and Central Asia to southern Russia to the Middle East and 
Africa. All shared a messianic hatred of open, tolerant societies. The subna- 
tional threat was the challenge to the nation-state from the potential disinte- 
gration of ethnically diverse societies. The Clinton administration, like its 
predecessor and successor, had no real answer to the question of how to bal- 
ance legitimate demands for self-determination against the danger of un- 
leashing new grievances. How do the forces of order and peaceful change 
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confront and defeat the unscrupulous who simultaneously manipulate reli- 
gious fundamentalism and seek to mobilize the disinherited of the earth in 
their own quest for power?*? 

Although Harry Truman’s record as a crystal-ball gazer is mixed, the ar- 
chitects of America’s post-Cold War policy have much to learn from him 
and his foreign policies. Certainly, until the mid-twentieth century, and even 
beyond, the strongest impulse in America’s approach to the rest of the world 
was isolationism. Throughout its history the republic had considered itself a 
people apart. Its role in world affairs was perceived primarily as that of a 
shining example to the less fortunate peoples of the earth. North America 
first and then the entire Western Hemisphere were, of course, excepted. Even 
as it became an integral part of the world economy, the United States avoided 
entanglement in the affairs of the Great Powers. The United States inter- 
vened abroad militarily only when it was convinced that its direct economic 
and strategic interests were threatened, and then only temporarily; the ap- 
proach was to defeat the enemy and retreat within fortress America. The no- 
tion that the United States would have to embrace military alliances, foreign 
aid, and the constant risk of bloodshed in a foreign land came only with the 
Cold War. It was during Truman’s watch that the United States first became 
acquainted with the benefits and burdens of internationalism. It was then 
that the republic was forced to learn to live with ambiguity, to equate victory 
with the maintenance of the status quo. As the triumphalism of the early 
1990s quickly faded, the Clinton and Bush administrations came to realize 
that, though the enemies and problems they faced were different from those 
confronted by Harry Truman, his realism, pragmatism, and patience would 
serve the nation just as well in 2000 as they had in 1950. 
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“A Very Dangerous Course” 
Harry S. Truman and the Red Scare 





Ellen Schrecker 





One of the things Harry Truman did not mention in his Farewell Address 
was McCarthyism. In January 1953, the Red Scare was hardly something 
that Truman and his staff could overlook. Its omission from the Farewell Ad- 
dress was a conscious decision; the original draft of the speech by Richard 
Neustadt contained several paragraphs on the subject. Neustadt’s formula- 
tion was what one might have expected. It pointed to the dangers facing the 
United States “in the world” and then echoed Franklin Roosevelt’s inaugural 
address in its warning against “the spread of fear among us here at home.” 
Reiterating a conceptualization that had become standard among civil liber- 
tarians during the 1950s, Neustadt explained that “if we once yield to fear, it 
may destroy the very liberties that we are striving to defend.” There was an 
explicit reference to the menace of Communism, and then came the heart of 
the message: “But I really think there is still greater menace in some of the 
shouting and witch hunting that is going on today. And I tell you, we won't 
have much left, if we ever let our Bill of Rights, our basic guarantee of free- 
dom, get trampled under in the rush to save ourselves from communists.” 


The draft’s language then turns folksy: 


You know, it has been said I must be a very “radical” fellow, even “soft” on 
communists, because I have expressed my opposition to bad laws and bad 
practices which masquerade today under the label of anti-communism. 
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Well, I am neither “radical,” nor “soft.” I am just an old-fashioned fellow 
who wants to turn the clock back—way back, back to the Founding fathers, 
back to the basic faith that first created our Republic. 


A quotation from Jefferson, Madison, or Washington was to complete this 
section, along with a final peroration about the need for “faith in the creative 
human spirit, faith in the dignity and worth of every human soul” and “the 
freedoms that have made our Republic a good place for men.”! 

It is hard to tell why this passage or one like it never made it into later 
drafts of the speech. Certainly, at a moment when the Red Scare seemed at 
its peak—with three major congressional investigating committees working 
the field—there was no question about the relevance of the excised passage. 
Maybe the president and his speechwriters did not want to rain on their own 
parade. 

There is considerable irony here, for it is possible to argue that Truman’s 
record on civil liberties—a contradictory one, as we shall see—nonetheless 
contained moments that in retrospect reflect well on the president. Neustadt 
knew his leader; the language of the excised passage was familiar in the White 
House. It expresses, in words that the beleaguered chief executive might very 
well have used, Truman's opposition to the Red Scare that so severely blighted 
his presidency. 

That opposition was more than rhetorical. Truman was, in some very basic 
ways, a gut civil libertarian. Strangely enough, for a national leader whose ad- 
ministration saw so much political repression, Harry Truman seems to have 
been far more concerned with protecting individual rights than any other 
modern president—with the possible exception of Jimmy Carter. His attach- 
ment to the Bill of Rights, though far from sophisticated, was deep and long- 
lasting. No doubt it owed much to his midwestern populism, to his passion 
for history and reverence for the Founding Fathers, and to an innate sense of 
fairness that would not let ordinary people be pushed around.? It was also in- 
tensified by his personal friendship with Max Lowenthal, an uncompromis- 
ing liberal in the Brandeisian mold who tried to stiffen the president’s spine 
on matters of civil liberties. Time and again, in his private correspondence, as 
well as his comments to members of his staff, Truman cited the need to pro- 
tect individuals from unjust persecution. Typically, he tended to indulge in 
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barnyard epithets when referring to those, including members of his own ad- 
ministration such as J. Edgar Hoover, who abused people’s rights or indulged 
in “police state tactics.”3 Joe McCarthy, of course, got the choicest language— 
a “blatherskite,” “a liar and a crook,” and “a ballyhoo artist.”4 But whatever 
the vocabulary, there is no mistaking the depth and sincerity of Truman’s 
concern. 

So why was his administration’s record so awful? During the high point of 
the Cold War revisionism of the 1960s and 1970s, Harry Truman got as 
much flak for developing what later came to be known as McCarthyism as 
any other individual—including Senator McCarthy. Historians have noted 
that the administration’s loyalty-security program of 1947, with its list of 
proscribed organizations and concept of “guilt by association,” triggered 
much of the repression. They have also pointed out that Truman’s Justice 
Department handled the key political trials of the era—the Hollywood Ten, 
Alger Hiss, the Rosenbergs, and the top leaders of the American Communist 
Party. Naturally, none of these revisionists blame Truman for everything. Still, 
most agree that Truman was, if not directly responsible for starting the con- 
flagration, at least pretty careless with matches. His desire to gain domestic 
support for the heavy military and financial commitment he felt the Cold 
War required tempted him to exaggerate the dangers of Communism. Unfor- 
tunately, once he began to disseminate an overly hyped and ideological por- 
trayal of the Communist threat in the international arena, he was unable to 
offer a more realistic assessment of its relative insignificance at home. As his 
biographer Robert J. Donovan put it, “to obtain authority for what he con- 
sidered necessary measures against Soviet expansionism, he appealed to anti- 
Communist feelings at home. To be in a position to take a tough stance against 
the dangers of communism abroad, he took a tough stance against domestic 
communism.”> 
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It is easy, with a historian’s twenty-twenty hindsight, to see how Truman’s 
anti-Communism subverted his civil libertarianism. Most mainstream liber- 
als of the early Cold War subscribed to a similar set of beliefs. They viewed 
Communism as so antithetical to the American system that its adherents did 
not deserve the protection of the Bill of Rights. Thus, they were willing to 
stand up for the rights of innocent liberals but would not lift a finger if the 
alleged subversive really was a Communist. They opposed what they consid- 
ered “McCarthyism” because it violated individual rights, but also because 
they believed that its attacks on Cold War liberals and policy makers actually 
aided the Communist cause. It was not until much later that some of them 
recognized how damaging their selective approach to civil liberties had been. 
Truman, of course, was in a different position. Not only did he avoid defend- 
ing Communists (whom he tended to view as an alien species), but he was, at 
least nominally, responsible for persecuting them. Still, while the president 
may not have acknowledged his own complicity in what happened, he was 
definitely disturbed by the excesses of the congressional committees and the 
internal security apparatus. He did, as some of his actions indicated, sincerely 
want to do the right thing. That he could not—even by his own lights—was 
the result of several factors over which he had no control. One, which has 
long been recognized, was the opposition he faced from a hostile Congress, 
dominated by a conservative coalition of Republicans and southern Demo- 
crats. The other was his inability to rein in the repressive activities of mem- 
bers of his own administration—most notably, those of J. Edgar Hoover and 
the FBI. Had Truman been able to control the situation, Communists would 
certainly have been unwelcome in positions of influence, but the broader in- 
quisition might not have taken place. 


When Truman took over the White House, he found himself facing an 
anti-New Deal coalition of conservative Republicans and southern Demo- 
crats. Long hostile to FDR’s liberal reforms and his alleged partiality to or- 
ganized labor, some of these right-wingers claimed to see Moscow’s hand in 
the New Deal policies and agencies they disliked. Roosevelt’s death did not 
make these charges disappear, and the Communists-in-government issue 
Truman inherited was to plague him throughout his administration. When 
it first arose, however, the issue, though annoying, did only peripheral dam- 
age. The House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), for example, 
took up the matter at its very first hearings in 1938 when it began to probe 
for reds within the WPA and other New Deal agencies. For the next few 
years, HUAC’s chairman, Texas congressman Martin Dies, continued to 
fling McCarthyesque allegations that the administration was riddled with 
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reds, accompanying his charges with lists of suspect employees. Congress 
paid attention to HUAC, even if Roosevelt did not, and in June 1941 appro- 
priated $100,000 to the FBI to investigate the federal workforce and report 
back. Although Hoover assumed that the potential subversives his agents 
uncovered would be fired, the administration essentially shoved the FBI’s 
findings under the rug.° The issue gained further currency during the 1944 
presidential election, when Republican candidate Thomas Dewey attacked 
Roosevelt for dallying with the American Communist Party in order to curry 
favor with his Russian ally.’ Nonetheless, neither Dies nor Dewey drew 
blood; the Communists-in-government issue had little resonance at a time 
when the United States and the Soviet Union were on the same side against 
Hitler. Still, Communism had never been popular, and the New Deal did, in 
fact, harbor people who were in or near the Communist Party. Thus, when 
the Cold War made the issue salient, conservatives in Congress and else- 
where were ready to wield it against the incumbent administration.® 
Truman’s postwar honeymoon was brief. By the middle of 1946, as con- 
flict with the Soviet Union abroad and labor unrest at home were darkening 
the political scene, Congress began to look at the loyalty of federal employees. 
Revelations about a Canadian spy ring raised questions about American se- 
curity; HUAC, which had just become a permanent committee, made noises 
about subversives in the government; and Nevada’s powerful senator Pat 
McCarran slipped a rider into the State Department’s appropriation bill giv- 
ing the secretary summary power to dismiss security risks. The most im- 
mediate danger, however, emanated from the House Post Office and Civil 
Service Committee, which had authorized a three-man subcommittee to in- 
vestigate the loyalty of federal employees. The subcommittee’s report, trans- 
mitted to Truman late in July, criticized the government’s security procedures 
and recommended that he appoint a commission to “make a thorough study 
of existing laws and the adequacy of existing legislation; .. . and present to 
the Congress at the earliest time practicable . . . a complete and unified pro- 
gram that will give adequate protection to our government against individ- 
uals whose primary loyalty is to governments other than our own.”? The 
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Cabinet discussed the matter, but Truman was in no hurry to accede to the 
House committee’s request. His administration was already easing suspected 
Communists out of their jobs, and no one in the White House felt that 
Communist subversion was a major threat. Truman, in a February 1947 let- 
ter to former Pennsylvania governor George H. Earle, discounted the “Com- 
munist ‘bugaboo,’” reiterating his essentially populist conviction that “the 
country is perfectly safe so far as Communism is concerned—we have too 
many sane people.” Attorney General Tom C. Clark also downplayed the sit- 
uation, at one point telling another Cabinet member that some of the FBI’s 
early accusations were “a lot of bull.” Clark Clifford recalled a similar mind- 
set among Truman’s White House aides. “My own feeling was that there was 
not a serious loyalty problem. I felt the whole thing was being manufactured. 
We never had a serious discussion about a real loyalty problem. . . . It was a 
political problem.”!° 

But it was a political problem that threatened to explode after the Re- 
publicans won the congressional elections of 1946. Within a few weeks of 
the GOP’s victory at the polls, Truman appointed the Temporary Commis- 
sion on Employee Loyalty. Its ostensible mission was to overhaul the govern- 
ment’s procedures for assessing the loyalty of federal workers; its real mission, 
‘Truman later confessed to the FCC’s Clifford Durr, was “to take the ball 
away from Parnell Thomas,” the incoming chair of HUAC.™ 

It is unclear what kind of procedures the president may have had in mind. 
But if Truman's conception of a viable loyalty program was fuzzy, such was 
not the case with some of his subordinates within the executive branch. 
J. Edgar Hoover of the FBI knew exactly what he wanted such a program to 
contain: provisions that would give his agency control over its implementa- 
tion. World War II had seen a vast expansion of the bureau’s jurisdiction, 
budget, and personnel; and its director was determined to retain and, if pos- 
sible, augment them. A brilliant bureaucratic politician whose dedication to 
building up the FBI’s power and influence was matched only by the intensity 
of his antipathy to radicalism, Hoover recognized that he could carry out 
both missions if he could monopolize the government’s internal security op- 
erations. Thus, from the start, he worked to ensure that his men would be in 
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charge of investigating and vetting the loyalty of every federal worker and 
would do so in accordance with his own essentially authoritarian worldview. 
As we shall see, Hoover’s preemption of the loyalty-security program was 
only one of several instances in which the FBI director undermined Truman’s 
more humane approach to the issue of domestic Communism.” 

Less than a week after the House Civil Service Committee recommended 
that the president establish a commission to study employee loyalty, Hoover 
whisked a memo to the attorney general about the type of individual the 
Justice Department should appoint as its representative on the proposed 
commission. He even named a name. Sure enough, when the commission fi- 
nally came into being, there was Hoover’s candidate, A. Devitt Vanech, not 
only representing the Justice Department but chairing the body as well. “I 
want you to know how much I appreciate the confidence you have evidenced 
in me,” Vanech wrote the director on the day his appointment was an- 
nounced, “and assure you that I will do everything within my power to make 
a success of this assignment.”!> And he did. Since the commission had only 
two months to produce a report, it could not study the issue in depth and had 
to rely on the expertise of the preexisting internal security bureaucracy. In 
practice this meant that the FBI’s view of the threat of Communism and the 
way to combat it came to dominate the commission’s recommendations. 
Although some members of the body had doubts about the seriousness of the 
threat, the FBI brushed them off. According to Stephen J. Spingarn, a Trea- 
sury Department representative, soon to become the White House’s point 
man on internal security matters, when the bureau's assistant director, 
D. Milton Ladd, was asked to specify the nature of the threat, “he stated that 
Communists in the Government present a substantial problem. However, he 
presented almost no factual information to support this statement.”!4 Nor 
did Vanech press him to. 

When the commission finally rendered its report, the FBI’s fingerprints 
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were all over the document. Embodied in Truman’s Executive Order 9835 of 
March 21, 1947, the program required name checks for every federal em- 
ployee against the files of the FBI as well as against those of the Civil Service 
Commission, HUAC, military intelligence, and similar agencies. If that ini- 
tial search turned up “derogatory information,” a full field investigation by 
the FBI would follow. The bureau then would submit its report to the indi- 
vidual departments, which could take action if they found “reasonable grounds 
for belief in disloyalty.” On the surface, the process seemed fair enough. In 
order to prevent arbitrary dismissals, the employees had to be given formal 
charges and granted a hearing. They could also appeal their cases through 
several layers of agency boards as well as a central Loyalty Review Board. 
There were, however, some serious problems with these procedures, most of 
them the result of the FBI’s reluctance to allow interference with its estab- 
lished investigative techniques.1° 

Communists, it was clear, were the primary target. But the Communist 
Party was a secret organization whose members concealed their affiliation. 
As a result, investigators had to rely on indirect evidence in order to identify 
someone as a party member. The method they employed relied on a kind of 
political profiling, based on a pattern of behaviors and associations that were 
assumed to be prevalent among people in the Communist movement. The 
main indicator was membership in what were then known as “front organi- 
zations,” groups that usually operated within the penumbra of the American 
party. Adopting this method of identification with its assumptions that there 
were few differences between Communists and people who supported their 
causes opened the process up to abuse, especially since EO 9835 made “mem- 
bership in, affiliation with or sympathetic association with” such organiza- 
tions grounds for dismissal. Sympathetic association was a slippery term that, 
in the hands of narrow-minded bureaucrats, could even include socializing 
with one’s parents. Almost as slippery were the criteria for selecting the pro- 
scribed organizations. The attorney general was to list them; but until the 
federal judiciary stepped in, he could do so on any grounds he wanted—and 
without a hearing.!¢ 
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Charging people with guilt by association was bad enough, even if they 
could have been able to rebut the charges against them. But in most cases, that 
turned out to be impossible. Again, the FBI was the culprit. It refused to give 
the accused workers and the agencies that employed them access to its files or 
information about the sources of its information. Doing so, Hoover explained, 
in a memo to the attorney general, would not only have revealed the names of 
secret informants who “have been painstakingly developed over a period of 
years,” but would also have revealed the bureau’s bugs and wiretaps. As a result, 
“much of the valuable material which we have received in the past and which 
would otherwise not be available to the Government could no longer be ob- 
tained.”!” The director was paranoid about retaining the secrecy of his bureau's 
files. Not only was national security at stake, but so too, Hoover and his allies 
were wont to claim, were the privacy and reputation of the individuals under 
investigation. To avoid smearing innocent men and women, the files could not 
be released. There was considerable hypocrisy in the director’s insistence that 
he was protecting people’s rights. What he really cared about was preserving 
the FBI’s reputation and ensuring that his agents’ unauthorized activities never 
became public.!* Unfortunately, maintaining the secrecy of the bureau’s files by 
refusing to let federal employees know who had accused them of disloyalty 
often made it impossible for those employees to mount a viable defense. 

From the start, the loyalty-security program came under attack. Civil lib- 
ertarians homed in on the injustices that “guilt by association” and unknown 
informants could create. Max Lowenthal, who acted as the president’s liberal 
conscience, was outspoken in his opposition to the program.!? Truman was 
unhappy as well. He was aware of Hoover’s agenda and tried to limit the 
FBI’s jurisdiction by encouraging the Civil Service Commission to carry out 
most of the investigations the program called for. The “Pres feels very strongly 
anti FBI,” White House aide George Elsey noted, “and sides positively with 
[Civil Service Commissioners Harry B.] Mitchell and [Frances] Perkins. 
Wants to be sure and hold F.B.I. down, afraid of ‘Gestapo.’ ” But Truman had 
neither the clout nor the desire to take on the director, especially since even 
his own advisers recognized that the FBI’s previous experience in the field of 
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internal security gave it an advantage over other agencies. Moreover, as Tru- 
man well knew, Hoover had powerful allies on the Hill. “J. Edgar will in all 
probability get this backward looking Congress to give him what he wants,” 
Truman complained. And in fact it did, reversing the administration’s priori- 
ties and giving the FBI more than twice as much money for the loyalty pro- 
gram investigations as for the Civil Service Commission.”° 

Truman had little more control over other aspects of the program. Since it 
was designed to serve as a political buffer against a Republican-dominated 
Congress that was seeking to profit from the Communists-in-government 
issue, he felt compelled to appoint conservatives to the Loyalty Review Board. 
Its chair, Seth Richardson, was an old-line Republican who had served as as- 
sistant attorney general under Herbert Hoover, and the rest of its members 
had solid business, legal, and academic credentials. Officials who adminis- 
tered the program at lower levels were similarly conservative, if not more so, 
since their careers depended on ensuring that potential subversives did not 
escape their purview. As Eleanor Bontecou noted, “There appears to have 
been a rather general acceptance by the appointing authorities of the theory 
voiced by a spokesman for one agency that liberal intellectuals should not be 
chosen.” Over time, Truman and his subordinates responded to their right- 
wing critics by tightening up the program—relaxing the standard for proof 
from “reasonable grounds” to “reasonable doubt” and reviewing the cases of 
people who had already been cleared. Even so, despite the administration’s 
precautions, the loyalty program did not serve its intended purpose. It could 
not contain the Communists-in-government issue.?! 

Hoover had been skeptical from the start. Ever since the Roosevelt ad- 
ministration retained many employees the FBI had targeted as potential sub- 
versives, the director had been upset about what he felt was a lackadaisical 
attitude toward security. Early in 1945, the discovery of classified documents 
in the offices of Amerasia, a left-wing publication dealing with East Asian af- 
fairs, intensified Hoover’s frustration. The FBI’s investigation revealed that a 
few State Department and military employees had been leaking materials to 
the magazine. Although he was anxious to prosecute, his superiors for a 
number of reasons, including the FBI’s own missteps, were not. After arrest- 
ing six people in June, the Justice Department dropped the prosecution, ap- 
parently because of a deal with the defendants. Hoover was furious, but 
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unable to prevail. The case, however, festered for years, ultimately resurfacing 
in Joe McCarthy’s charges against the Truman administration.” 

Hoover’s distress increased in the fall of 1945 when Vassar graduate Eliz- 
abeth Bentley walked into the bureau’s New York office and began to spill a 
story about her activities as the courier for a ring of Communist espionage 
agents within the federal government. Bentley named more than eighty peo- 
ple, including State Department employee Alger Hiss and an assistant secre- 
tary of the Treasury, Harry Dexter White. Their names were not new to the 
FBI. Some of these people had been on Dies’s lists or else had been fingered 
by other defectors like Time magazine editor Whittaker Chambers. While 
the bureau tried—unsuccessfully—to reinsert Bentley into the KGB appara- 
tus, it interviewed the people she identified, tapped their phones, and put 
them under surveillance. Although it did find circumstantial evidence to sup- 
port Bentley’s story, it did not collect enough material to support a convic- 
tion.?? No one confessed, and the corroborating KGB telegrams that were 
deciphered by the VENONA code-breaking project a few years later were 
considered too secret to be produced in court. (They were, in fact, considered 
too secret to be revealed to the president and attorney general!)*4 

Even as the FBI and Justice Department tried to assess the prospects for a 
prosecution, they were also considering what to do about those of Bentley’s 
agents still on the federal payroll. Hoover had, of course, immediately noti- 
fied the White House about the case. But he and his superiors in the Justice 
Department were sending mixed signals about whether the alleged spies 
should be fired or kept under surveillance in order to obtain evidence that 
could be used in court. Such evidence never appeared and, as FBI Assistant 
Director D. Milton Ladd later explained, “We were reluctant to see this case 
prosecuted as it was our view that the facts would not sustain a prosecution.” 
Nonetheless, despite the bureau’s strong reservations, the department took 
the case to a New York City grand jury at the beginning of 1947. Knowing 
that the government could not indict the alleged spies, the FBI director tried 
to get them fired.”° A few were. Many simply left the government, recogniz- 
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ing that the Cold War federal bureaucracy was no place for people with their 
political backgrounds. Hoover, meanwhile, showered the executive branch 
with memos about these people’s subversive activities. But the memos were 
vague, and many officials were unwilling to act on the basis of what they felt 
was incomplete information. The Treasury Department, for example, where 
several of Bentley’s people were employed, tried for more than a year to get 
the attorney general to send more information, but to no avail.?° Meanwhile, 
Hoover, who had little patience for such punctiliousness, was becoming in- 
creasingly annoyed with the administration's failure to purge itself.?” EO 
9835 offered no assistance, since, contrary to the director’s advice, the Loyalty 
Review Board lacked the power to fire anyone. 

By the summer of 1948, it was clear that the New York grand jury was not 
going to indict Bentley’s suspects for espionage. Rather than fold their tents 
and slink back to D.C., the federal attorneys running the operation decided 
to prosecute the Communist Party’s top leaders under the 1940 Smith Act 
for conspiring to “teach and advocate” the “violent overthrow” of the Amer- 
ican government. This was a prosecution that Hoover and his lieutenants had 
been hoping to mount ever since the end of World War II. A trial that 
branded the Communist Party as a criminal conspiracy would not only bol- 
ster the FBI’s “educational campaign” to alert the American people to the 
danger of Communism, but it would also legitimate many aspects of the gov- 
ernment’s internal security program. On his own initiative, Hoover had or- 
dered his men to compile a thick prosecutorial brief against the American 
Communist Party; and he was more than happy to send it on to the Justice 
Department.?° Although the Smith Act indictments looked like an election- 
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year ploy on the part of the Truman administration to preempt the Com- 
munist issue, in reality neither the president nor the attorney general knew 
about the prosecution in advance. “I have been accused of filing cases against 
communists in order to bolster the president’s image,” Tom Clark told a later 
interviewer, “but there is no truth to this. The president never talked to me 
about it at all.”2? Clark was, in fact, surprised and annoyed to find that his 
underlings were taking the case to court; and Truman, it seems, may not have 
been informed about it at all. However, once the prosecution got under way 
and proved to be a success, the administration began to cite it as evidence of 
its diligence in fighting Communism.*° By then, however, Truman had pretty 
much lost the public relations battle, for his congressional enemies had at last 
struck pay dirt with the Communists-in-government issue. 

The turning point came in 1948. All but two of Bentley’s people were 
gone from the federal payroll, and the loyalty-security program was proving 
so efficacious in screening out potential subversives that the KGB’s Wash- 
ington bureau was reduced to obtaining information from the daily press.>! 
But it was an election year, and the Communists-in-government issue was 
too juicy for Republican politicians to overlook, especially when the FBI di- 
rector was sending them useful information. Since Hoover was paranoid 
about covering his bureau’s tracks, we do not have (or at least this author does 
not have) a complete picture of the FBI’s collaboration with the congres- 
sional investigating committees. What we do have indicates that the direc- 
tor’s impatience with what he considered the administrations laxity in firing 
suspected Communists finally impelled him to leak material, often through 
intermediaries, to favored congressmen. While it is possible that HUAC and 
the other committees might have embarrassed the Truman administration on 
the issue even without the FBI’s assistance, it is clear that the collaboration 
proved politically lethal. In March, the HUAC chair, Parnell Thomas, who 
had been relatively restrained on the Communists-in-government issue dur- 
ing the loyalty-security program’s initial year, launched an attack on the 
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atomic scientist Edward U. Condon, then serving as head of the Commerce 
Department’s Bureau of Standards. Claiming that Condon was the “weakest 
link” in the nation’s security, Thomas pressed the administration for Con- 
don’s loyalty files.5? Truman refused, announcing in an official directive on 
March 13 that keeping those files within the executive branch “is necessary 
in the interest of our national security and welfare, to preserve the confiden- 
tial character and sources of information furnished, and to protect Govern- 
ment personnel against the dissemination of unfounded or disproved allegations. 
It is necessary also in order to insure the fair and just disposition of loyalty 
cases.”°> Thomas was something of a loose cannon and his charges, though 
clearly a nuisance, did not do much damage to the White House. 

Such was not the case with the investigation of Elizabeth Bentley’s allega- 
tions that Sen. Homer Ferguson of Michigan took up a few months later. He 
brought Bentley to the stand at the end of July and asked Truman for the files 
of some of the federal employees she had fingered. HUAC got into the act as 
well. Its political agenda was obvious; the presidential campaign was getting 
under way and, as Parnell Thomas explained, the chairman of the Republican 
National Committee “was urging me... to set up the spy hearings. At the 
time he was urging me to stay in Washington to keep the heat on Harry 
Truman.”*4 Not only did the committee subpoena Bentley and some of the 
people she had accused, but it also called up Whittaker Chambers to corrob- 
orate her testimony. Chambers, who had defected from the Soviet under- 
ground in the late 1930s, had been trying to alert official Washington to the 
presence of his former associates ever since 1939. He identified several of the 
same people Bentley had, most notably Harry Dexter White and Alger Hiss. 
White, who had a serious heart condition, denied all the charges against him 
and then died three days later of a massive heart attack. Hiss denied the 
charges as well, insisting that he had never met Chambers.*° 

Recognizing the partisan agenda behind the hearings, Truman tried to 
brush them off, claiming that the committees had uncovered nothing the 
FBI did not already know and that, as the grand jury discovered, there was 
not enough evidence for a criminal prosecution. He refused to hand over any 
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loyalty files and attacked the “public hearings now under way [which] are 
serving no useful purpose. On the contrary, they are doing irreparable harm 
to certain persons, seriously impairing the morale of Federal employees, and 
undermining public confidence in the Government.” At the end of his state- 
ment, the president was asked by a reporter whether he thought the hearings 
were a “red herring” to distract the voters from Congress’s failure to enact the 
administration's legislative program. Little realizing that he was about to in- 
flict massive damage on his administration, Truman repeated his interlocu- 
tor’s words. “They are simply a ‘red herring’ to keep from doing what they 
ought to do.”* 

Unbeknownst to Truman and Hiss, J. Edgar Hoover was feeding informa- 
tion to the committees, especially to HUAC’s most effective member, first- 
term California congressman Richard M. Nixon, who used it to dramatize 
the allegation that the administration was soft on Communism. By the end 
of August, it was clear that the Bentley and Hiss revelations were having an 
impact. Truman remained relatively unconcerned about the charges, but 
some of his aides, who worried about the forthcoming election, did not. “It is 
a major Republican issue,” George Elsey mused on August 26. “It is getting 
worse, not better. . . . It is the Administration’s weakest link. There is paydirt 
here, and the Republicans had no intention of being diverted by appeals from 
anguished liberals who see the Bill of Rights transgressed.” Elsey’s bleak as- 
sessment turned out to be wrong—at least for the moment. Thomas E. Dewey, 
the Republican contender, did not take advantage of the Communists-in- 
government issue. During the primaries, he had openly refused to support 
outlawing the Communist Party and, having found red-baiting unrewarding 
in 1944, had no desire to revisit that terrain. According to the chair of the 
Republican Party, “He thought it degrading to suspect Truman personally of 
being soft on Communism.”*” The Republicans would not make that mis- 
take again. 

While Dewey went on his genteel way to defeat, the Hiss case unfurled. 
Chambers had not initially claimed that any of his associates in the Com- 
munist Party’s Washington underground were involved with espionage. He 
added that charge after Hiss sued him for slander, when he sought to bolster 
his defense by providing a sheaf of government documents that he said the 
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former State Department official had delivered to him. By that point, it was 
clear that the administration had to do something. Under pressure from Nixon, 
who staged a dramatic raid on Chambers’s pumpkin patch to force the Jus- 
tice Department to act, the government indicted Hiss for perjury—the stat- 
ute of limitations for espionage having run out. Although it took two trials 
before the prosecution got a conviction, the Hiss case gave real heft to the 
Communists-in-government issue. Truman’s “red herring” turned out not 
only to be a red, but to be a spy as well. Moreover, the administration had 
been repeatedly warned about Hiss and had repeatedly ignored that warn- 
ing.°* For conspiracy-minded Republicans, frustrated by their defeat in 1948, 
this was “paydirt” indeed. 


The Communist victory in China brought an additional Republican on- 
slaught against the administration. China had never been bipartisan terri- 
tory; Republican politicians, though reluctant to make a commitment in 
Europe, had long pressed for greater involvement in East Asia. While Tru- 
man and his foreign-policy advisers recognized that the United States could 
not intervene in any effective way to preserve Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist 
regime, Chiang’s supporters in Congress and elsewhere, the so-called China 
lobby, disagreed and were demanding ever more assistance. When Chiang 
was finally forced from the mainland in the middle of 1949, these people 
blamed the administration for letting him down. It was then not much of a 
leap to connect the Nationalists’ defeat with the Communists-in-govern- 
ment issue and exploit the whole business for partisan ends. With the Hiss 
case still in the headlines, Republicans began to circulate charges that Com- 
munist subversion within the State Department had somehow brought about 
the “loss of China.” South Dakota senator Karl Mundt made it explicit: Hiss 
with his “effective Harvard accent” had influenced the policy “which has 
helped bring about the entire subjugation of China by Communist forces di- 
rected from Moscow.”%? This was, of course, the scenario that Sen. Joseph 
McCarthy was to embellish early in 1950 as he began to brandish his alleged 
lists of Communists within the government. 

It is important to realize that McCarthy, at least at this point in his career, 
was echoing charges that many other politicians had been making. If we dis- 
count his personal flamboyance, the main thing that distinguished him from 
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his Republican colleagues was his willingness to give names and numbers, 
thus transforming the vague “loss of China” into real accusations against real 
people—even if the charges themselves had little basis in reality. Although 
Truman could not completely ignore McCarthy’s allegations, he did not take 
them very seriously. On March 3, he told one of his aides, then under attack 
from McCarthy, that the senator “is just a ballyhoo artist who has to cover up 
his shortcomings by wild charges. I don’t think you need pay any particular 
attention to him.” Ignore him, in other words, and he will go away. But Mc- 
Carthy did not go away. The Republican leadership encouraged him to keep 
on attacking. And the Democrats, who at first did not realize how feckless 
the Wisconsin senator was, feared that he had a second Hiss case in his pocket. 
As George Elsey recalled, “No one had any experience in dealing with the likes 
of McCarthy. He could out-yell everyone and evade being pinned down to the 
facts. The State Department was worried because they had picked up a lot of 
employees during the postwar reorganization, and they were not sure exactly 
what they had.”*° As a result, the administration and its congressional allies 
decided to respond to the senator’s charges by investigating them, presum- 
ably to show how little merit they contained. But the investigation, by a sub- 
committee of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee under the direction of 
Maryland senator Millard Tydings, backfired. Instead of squelching Mc- 
Carthy, it amplified him. The advent of the Korean War gave further salience 
to his charges: now State Department subversives had brought the United 
States into a war.*! 

To make matters worse, J. Edgar Hoover was by then completely disen- 
chanted with the administration. The denouement occurred in June 1949 in 
a Washington courtroom where a former Justice Department employee named 
Judith Coplon was on trial for transmitting unauthorized materials to a 
Soviet engineer who worked for the United Nations. The VENONA project 
had alerted the FBI to Coplon’s activities the previous year, and the bureau 
put her under surveillance. On March 4, 1949, the G-men who had been 
trailing her and her Russian contact all over New York City finally made the 
arrest near Union Square. In her purse was a batch of official documents, 
including twenty-six FBI reports that had been copied from the Justice 


40. Donovan, Tumultuous Years, 166, 172-73. 

41. The most useful studies of Joseph McCarthy’s political career are Robert Griffith, The 
Politics of Fear: Joseph R. McCarthy and the Senate, 2d ed. (Amherst: University of Massa- 
chusetts Press, 1987); David Oshinsky, 4 Conspiracy So Immense: The World of Joe McCarthy 
(New York: Free Press, 1983); and Thomas Reeves, The Life and Times of Joe McCarthy (New 
York: Stein and Day, 1982). 


244 Ellen Schrecker 


Department’s files. Since Coplon had been caught in the act, her conviction 
was a sure thing.” The only problem, at least from the FBI director’s point of 
view, was that the trial judge wanted the documents produced in court in 
order to prove that Coplon had been endangering national security. Allowing 
FBI reports to reach the public eye would, Hoover insisted, violate executive 
privilege and infringe on the privacy of individuals; worse yet, the director 
explained to the attorney general, it would destroy the bureau's “effectiveness 
to discharge its responsibilities in the more important field of internal secu- 
rity.” In reality, of course, Hoover was worried that the materials in Coplon’s 
handbag would embarrass the bureau, and he urged the Justice Department 
to abandon the prosecution rather than hand over the files. The director lost 
that battle, since other members of the Truman administration wanted to 
show that they could be tough on spies. When the documents became pub- 
lic, they revealed that the FBI had been spying on private citizens, among 
them the actor Frederick March. Hoover never forgave his superiors.*? And, 
when McCarthy came on the scene, the FBI director rushed to assist him. 

By the summer of 1950, Truman had lost control of the situation. He could 
restrain neither the FBI nor the conservatives in Congress. Moreover, he was 
also becoming upset about the accumulating evidence that his own subordi- 
nates within the federal bureaucracy were abusing people’s rights while ad- 
ministering the loyalty-security program. The Coplon case’s revelations of 
FBI misconduct made him sympathetic to calls for a high-level investigation 
of the bureau, but he realized that he lacked the political clout to implement 
it. Nor did he have the staff to supervise what the rest of the executive branch 
was doing in the field of internal security.*4 At the same time, he was still 
struggling to keep Congress from obtaining access to the administration’s 
personnel records. There had been considerable jockeying throughout the 
spring and early summer over the Tydings subcommittee’s request for the 
loyalty files of the men and women McCarthy had fingered. At first Truman 
stood firm, insisting that his earlier refusals to let Congress review such ma- 
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terials still held. But eventually he gave in and allowed the subcommittee’s 
staff to look them over. 

The Korean War turned a mess into a disaster. Not only did it reinvigorate 
McCarthy’s charges, but it also pushed Congress into passing the deeply 
flawed Internal Security Act of 1950, otherwise known as the McCarran Act. 
The original impetus for that legislation had come from none other than 
Richard Nixon, who in the spring of 1948 joined his HUAC colleague Karl 
Mundt in proposing a measure to cripple the Communist Party by forcing it 
and its front groups to register with the federal government. The problems 
with this legislation were legion. Not only was it so vaguely worded that it 
could conceivably threaten all manner of perfectly harmless organizations, 
but the registration provisions for individual members of those groups clearly 
violated the Fifth Amendment’s prohibitions against self-incrimination. 
Although the bill had sailed easily through the House of Representatives, it 
got bogged down in the Senate Judiciary Committee, where some heavy hit- 
ters, including former Chief Justice Charles Evans Hughes, raised questions 
about its constitutionality. It was reintroduced the following year, and, when 
the Korean War broke out, the Republicans put the measure on their “Must 
List,” while few of the Democrats who opposed the bill were willing to do so 
publicly. Truman was against the measure from the start and, in his usual 
blunt manner, expressed his disappointment with the behavior of “a lot of 
people on the Hill [who] should know better but had been stampeded into 
running with their tails between their legs.”4° 

Also working its way through Congress that summer was some fairly re- 
pressive legislation that the Justice Department had requested. Some of it 
was designed to plug holes in the existing internal security laws, like extend- 
ing the statute of limitations for espionage, but other measures were more 
questionable, especially those that allowed for the indefinite detention of de- 
portable aliens who could not return to their countries of origin. Truman did 
not support this legislation, but no doubt because he lacked the staff to keep 
on top of everything that was going on, he did not realize that the Justice 
Department was still pushing the measure. As one of his aides noted, the 
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president had become increasingly concerned about his own administration’s 
policy and its “tendency to be formulated in a security vacuum without re- 
gard to other important considerations, notably whether encroachment on 
individual rights.” He felt, the aide continued, “that I.S. [internal security] 
legislative policy has tendency to be formulated in security branches of 
Government (FBI, Immigration, Intelligence services) and course upward to 
top where it is approved without adequate considerations from other an- 
gles.”4” In short, even his own subordinates did not always share Truman’s 
veneration for the Bill of Rights. 

Nor, of course, did the Republicans and southern Democrats who pushed 
the McCarran Act through Congress over the president’s veto. The legisla- 
tive history of that measure is replete with misunderstandings and mixed sig- 
nals as both the Truman administration and its congressional allies struggled 
to prevent its passage. Probably no strategy would have succeeded, given the 
poisonous concatenation of the Korean War, an approaching election, and the 
frantic desire of liberal politicians not to appear soft on Communism. Tru- 
man had been meeting with congressional leaders off and on over the course 
of the summer in an attempt to come up with something that would defuse 
the rush for enactment of what was essentially the revived Mundt-Nixon bill. 
Still, many liberals within Congress and elsewhere felt that the Truman ad- 
ministration was not giving them much help. An ACLU lobbyist on the Hill 
noted “a tremendous amount of resentment among the top Democratic 
Senators at the bungling ineptitude with which the White House has han- 
dled this whole subject. They feel it will very likely cost some of them their 
election.”4* Truman sent Congress a message on August 8 explaining what 
his administration had done and was doing to deal with the threat of subver- 
sion and warning the lawmakers not to “enact laws which would seriously 
damage the right of free speech,” but the bill the administration offered a few 
days later merely tweaked existing laws. The congressional liberals doubted 
that it would prevent the passage of the Mundt-Nixon measure. In its place, 
they decided to propose legislation authorizing the FBI to round up poten- 
tial subversives in an emergency.” 
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J. Edgar Hoover had been seeking such authority for years; it would legit- 
imize the bureau’s ongoing practice of keeping Communists and other po- 
tential subversives under surveillance.°° While there is no evidence that the 
director actually worked with Paul Douglas, Hubert Humphrey, and the 
other Senate liberals to construct the measure, it is clear that they were hop- 
ing to establish their anti-Communist credentials by invoking the FBI. Such 
had been Hoover's success in creating the bureau's image as a professional, 
apolitical outfit that liberals, who should have known better, and even Harry 
Truman, who certainly did, tended to cite the FBI when they were fighting 
the witch-hunters. The HUAC, McCarthy, and their allies were sloppy and 
reactionary—far better to leave the task of dealing with spies and saboteurs 
to what Attorney General Clark called “the continuous but quiet watchful- 
ness of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”>! While Truman may have been 
sending mixed signals about whether he would support the liberals’ ploy, it 
made little difference. When the so-called concentration camp measure 
reached the Senate floor, it was simply folded into the Mundt-Nixon regis- 
tration bill along with the administration’s requested changes in the existing 
legislation. Only seven senators voted against it. (The House had just passed 
a similar measure, sans detention provisions, by a lopsided 354-20 vote.) 

No one inside the White House had ever doubted that Truman would 
veto the McCarran Act. What comes through most clearly in the internal 
memos that circulated within his staff is the depth and intensity of his oppo- 
sition to the measure’s infringement on civil liberties. According to one of his 
staff members, Truman had told a newspaper editor 


of the importance he attached to the Bill of Rights and had stated flatly that 
he would veto any legislation that reached him which did not fully square 
with that document. 

The President repeated that statement to us, saying that he would veto any 
legislation such as the Mundt-Nixon bill which adopted police-state tactics 
and unduly encroached on individual rights, and he would do so regardless of 
how politically unpopular it was—election year or no election year.>? 


While the arguments that the White House constructed to persuade 
Congress, first, not to pass the bill and, then, to uphold Truman's veto stressed 


50. SDSRIARA, 461. 

51. Keller, Liberals and J. Edgar Hoover, 36-71. 

52. Spingarn, memo for the file, July 22, 1950, Box 31, Internal Security File, National 
Defense and Individual Rights, Vol. I [2 of 2], Spingarn Papers. 


248 Ellen Schrecker 


that the measure would be counterproductive in the struggle against Commu- 
nism, those formulations were standard Cold War rhetoric, clearly designed to 
convince wavering Democrats that they could safely uphold the president’s 
veto without appearing soft on Communism. Invariably, Truman and his sup- 
porters pointed out the effectiveness of the administration’s current activities— 
the Smith Act prosecution, the loyalty-security program, and the deportations 
carried out by the Immigration and Naturalization Service. They often reiter- 
ated J. Edgar Hoover’s argument that outlawing the Communist Party or mak- 
ing it register would force the party underground where it would be much 
more difficult to watch. They also noted that the affected organizations were 
sure to litigate, a process that could take years and seriously delay the measure’s 
implementation. Finally, as the president warned Congress on August 8, “if 
such legislation were held unconstitutional, as it well might be, it would make 
martyrs out of our worst enemies and create public sympathy for them.”* 

Truman’s real passion, however, came out in his repeated invocations of 
the Bill of Rights. Echoing ideas that he and his aides had been expressing 
over the past few years, both his statement of August 8 and his veto message 
decry “police state measures” and the dangers posed by the legislation to the 
nation’s basic freedoms. “Unwise or excessive security measures,” the presi- 
dent insisted in the earlier statement, “can strike at the freedom and dignity 
of the individual which are the very foundation of our society—and the de- 
fense of which is the whole purpose of our security measures.”°4 Similar lan- 
guage suffuses the September 22 veto message. Ever the history buff, Truman 
described how the McCarran Act’s registration provisions “can be the great- 
est danger to freedom of speech, press, and assembly, since the Alien and 
Sedition Laws of 1798,” since they could 


open a Pandora’s box of opportunities for official condemnation of organi- 
zations and individuals for perfectly honest opinions which happen to be 
stated also by Communists. 

The basic error of these sections is that they move in the direction of 
suppressing opinion and belief. This would be a very dangerous course to 
take . . . because any government stifling of the free expression of opinion is 
a long step toward totalitarianism.>> 
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The president, however, was whistling in the wind. Only ten senators and 
forty-eight representatives voted to sustain his veto. Six weeks later, the Dem- 
ocrats’ midterm election losses seemed to reinforce the power of McCar- 
thyism. 

Nonetheless, despite what was clearly a major defeat for the administra- 
tion, Truman and his aides did not abandon the quest for a way to mitigate 
the witch hunt. For some time, they had been considering the appointment 
of a special panel to look into the workings of the loyalty-security program. 
The Tydings subcommittee had suggested creating such a body to investigate 
the federal employees McCarthy had named. The administration considered 
the project again when it sought an alternative to the McCarran Act. Al- 
though the Democratic leadership liked the idea, its members thought it pre- 
mature. Once the elections were over, however, Truman decided to act. He 
would appoint a commission of eminent individuals who would study the in- 
ternal security situation, head off further congressional investigations, reform 
the loyalty-security program, and come up with suggestions for amending 
the McCarran Act.*° 

The commission never got off the ground. To begin with, some of the 
more eminent individuals whom the administration was eager to enlist—like 
the jurist Learned Hand and former President Herbert Hoover—refused to 
serve. When it was finally formed with the World War IT naval hero Chester 
Nimitz as its chair, its members were second-tier eminences—a former sena- 
tor from Connecticut, an Episcopal bishop, a midwestern industrialist, and a 
Wall Street banker, among others. Although the opposition of Senator Mc- 
Carran was to abort the panel’s mission, it is unlikely that it would have lived 
up to Truman’s libertarian hopes. In their informal correspondence, the panel’s 
members did not seem to share the president’s sensitivity to the rights of in- 
dividuals. “I am also of the opinion.” one of them explained, “that at all times 
we must keep in mind that doubts in the nature of things must be resolved in 
favor of the Government.” Another commissioner was equally resolute. 
“Employee tenure, and civil rights generally,” he explained to Truman, “will 
have to be subordinated to the right of the nation to defend itself against 
Russia, which is the enemy of all civil rights and all the freedoms. Freedom of 
speech and freedom of thought do not include freedom for those who have 
surrendered their freedom of thought and of speech to the Kremlin, to parrot 
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the teachings of the Kremlin in our schools and colleges and newspapers and 
over the air.”°” 

Perhaps it was fortunate, therefore, that Pat McCarran scuttled the com- 
mission before it had a chance to do its work. He and his colleagues on the 
Senate Judiciary Committee refused to pass on a routine measure waiving 
the conflict-of-interest regulations for the commission. The Nevada senator 
might have approved the measure if the commissioners had been willing to 
give him access to the administration’s loyalty-security records. Nimitz, how- 
ever, rejected McCarran’s “squeeze play to get something our friends on the 
Hill had been unable to get by direct request or appeal”; thus, by the middle 
of 1951, the commission was dead in the water. Rather than prolong the 
agony, its members resigned en masse, leaving the lame-duck administration 
unable to mitigate the excesses of the anti-Communist hysteria that it had, 
unwittingly, helped bring about.*® 

One of the reasons behind McCarran’s hostility to the Nimitz commission 
was that his own Senate Internal Security Subcommittee (SISS) was about 
to begin its investigations.°? With the help of the China lobby and the FBI, 
the SISS took off from McCarthy’s initial charges to carry out a major inves- 
tigation of the “loss of China” scenario. The hearings, which lasted for months, 
focused on an East Asian-oriented think tank called the Institute of Pacific 
Relations (IPR). Owen Lattimore, one of McCarthy’s prime targets, had 
been associated with the IPR, as had almost everybody in the government or 
elsewhere who had anything to do with East Asian affairs. So, too, had a few 
members of the Communist Party. The connections were obvious. McCarran 
subpoenaed Lattimore and the State Department’s leading China experts, 
exposed their links to the IPR, and highlighted their supposedly biased pol- 
icy recommendations during the Chinese civil war. McCarran’s power and 
thoroughness were devastating. Truman was horrified but impotent. He could 
not even prevent McCarran from forcing the newly appointed attorney gen- 
eral, James McGranery, to indict Lattimore for perjury as the price for the 
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Judiciary Committee’s confirmation of his appointment.®° And the State De- 
partment, the true target of McCarran’s investigation, responded by turning 
inward and stifling its own best and brightest. 


Our story has a strange coda, one that might well be entitled “J. Edgar 
Hoover’s Revenge.” For the Communists-in-government issue returned to 
plague Harry Truman a few months after he had left the White House. 
Combing through a batch of FBI reports, Richard Olney, an assistant attor- 
ney general in the Eisenhower administration, noticed that J. Edgar Hoover 
had sent several warnings about Harry Dexter White to high-level officials 
just at the time the government was about to nominate him as the first exec- 
utive director of the International Monetary Fund. The documentation clearly 
showed that the Truman administration was aware of the charges against 
White and yet appointed him anyhow.°! In fact, the attorney general had 
discussed the problem with the president, the secretary of state, and the sec- 
retary of the treasury. Although Hoover had pressed the administration to 
rescind the appointment, he could not prevent it. The bureau did not want to 
produce Bentley in public, since its investigation into her charges was still 
ongoing. And whatever other evidence against White that was available in 
February 1946, Hoover explained to his aides, “was circumstantial.” More- 
over, any refusal to appoint White would have led to an outcry. Without 
stronger proof of wrongdoing, Truman and his advisers felt they had no al- 
ternative but to go ahead with the appointment. Olney showed this evi- 
dence to his chief, Attorney General Herbert Brownell, who broke the story 
in a speech on November 6, 1953. The Truman administration, Brownell im- 
plied, had, indeed, been coddling Communists, just as the Republicans had 
been saying all along. 

Truman, of course, responded, trying to set the record straight by denying 
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(incorrectly) that he had been warned in advance and explaining that the FBI 
had wanted to avoid publicity so it could keep White under surveillance. 
Brownell, who apparently did not realize what a can of worms he had opened, 
suddenly seemed vindictive and narrowly partisan. Worse yet, at least for the 
Eisenhower White House, HUAC was on the verge of precipitating an em- 
barrassing jurisdictional crisis by seeking to subpoena the ex-president and 
thus raising the issue of executive privilege. But J. Edgar Hoover had the last 
word. Although he rarely went before Congress, he testified before the Sen- 
ate Internal Security Subcommittee on November 17. Flaunting his reputa- 
tion for probity and professionalism, he explained that he had issued repeated 
warnings about White’s espionage connections, but that the Truman admin- 
istration had ignored them. It was a particularly delicious moment for the 
FBI director. As he responded to the congratulatory letters and telegrams 
that poured into bureau headquarters, he could congratulate himself on hav- 
ing scored a major coup. 


Some years later, in response to an interviewer’s question about the great- 
est mistake of his presidency, Truman replied, “Tom Clark... it isn’t so 
much that he’s a dad man. It’s just that he’s such a dumb son of a bitch. He’s 
about the dumbest man I think I’ve ever run across.”® There’s something 
pathetic about that comment. Truman was, I think, on the right track, his 
instinctual libertarianism helping him recognize that something had gone 
seriously wrong with civil liberties during his watch. Yet he picked the wrong 
target. Tom Clark was an undistinguished attorney general and an even worse 
Supreme Court justice, but appointing him was hardly Harry Truman’s worst 
mistake. In a way, however, this assessment reflects his administration’s rec- 
ord with regard to the Red Scare: Truman knew that it was a disaster, but he 
did not understand why it was so bad, and he could not do anything about it. 
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Behind the Silences 


Challenges to the Gender Status Quo 
during the Truman Years 





Susan M. Hartmann 





Reading Harry S. Truman’s Farewell Address, we conclude that his presi- 
dency dealt with nothing of any importance relating to women’s status. Even 
his memoirs, whose thousand pages afforded plenty of space, are silent on the 
subject of women as political actors and on women’s place in postwar 
America. More than once during his presidency, Truman indicated how triv- 
ial he considered issues about women’s status. After he met with a delegation 
of women pushing a constitutional amendment guaranteeing equal rights for 
women, he commented on his appointment calendar, “A lot of hoey [sic] 
about equal rights.”! Truman’s impulsive, private jottings by no means tell the 
whole story of his position on equal rights for women, but they do reflect the 
insignificance of that issue in comparison to his momentous decisions relat- 
ing to the Cold War, civil rights, and the economy. 

Why then should we bother to examine policies and politics concerning 
women’s roles and gender relations during the Truman years? Can the silences 
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tell us anything? What might Truman have referred to if he had thought 
more broadly and deeply about the era of his presidency? What might his 
Farewell Address have included if he had shared our benefit of hindsight 
along with three decades of women’s history research? What can we learn 
from probing behind the silences? 

The absence of women—whether as voters, officeholders, politicians, or 
the objects of policy—from Truman’s accounts of his presidency did not 
mean that gender was absent from politics in the 1940s. In fact it was every- 
where. Few noticed the deeply gendered nature of politics, because male con- 
trol of the public sphere seemed to represent the natural order. No woman sat 
on the Supreme Court or in the Cabinet; only seven women served among 
the 425 members of the House of Representatives. This pattern was part of a 
larger gender system in which men were breadwinners and participants in 
the public sphere and women were responsible for keeping house and tend- 
ing children. In this gender system, few doors were entirely closed to women, 
and some women could do almost anything, but men occupied the most 
powerful and visible public positions, and it was assumed that those belonged 
to men by right. Embedded in law and policy, popular values, and practice, 
this gender structure disadvantaged women yet seemed fair to most people. 
In fact, it seemed so natural to men and women alike that it was invisible to 
all but a few. 

For the most part, gender became manifest only when women’s traditional 
roles offered political capital or when the occasional female politician ap- 
peared on stage. Although Bess Truman—unlike Eleanor Roosevelt—pur- 
sued no public purposes of her own and did not relish political campaigning, 
she and Margaret played important roles in Truman’s 1948 campaign. Ac- 
cording to one aide, “Mrs. Truman and Margaret certainly stole the hearts of 
the people as we went along,” and Newsweek reported that the “Truman 
ladies” became “a Presidential trademark.” The family appearances, according 
to Newsweek, “put the nation’s First family on a comfortable footing with 
millions of Americans whose own home life they saw reflected there.” People 
saw the conventional gender system embodied in Bess Truman’s life. As a 
feature in Look magazine put it approvingly in 1949, “She doesn’t try to save 
the world, nor to look like a Powers model. She’s the very opposite of the 
brittle career woman.” 

Truman also recognized the political capital of women as voters, especially 
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in the months leading up to national elections. In September 1948, for exam- 
ple, he acknowledged that the Democratic Party “has relied on you women.” 
Noting that women had “a million and a half more potential votes than 
men,” he reminded them that they “hold the balance of power in this elec- 
tion.” Similarly, in September 1950, he decried the low voter turnout in 1946 
and 1948, told women that “the future of your jobs and your homes depends 
on the kind of government you have,” and insisted that “women will bear a 
great share of the responsibility for the kind of Congress we elect.” 

Gender also became transparent in American politics when candidates or 
officials were women, for the very reason that they upset what was considered 
the natural order. It was not unusual for a female candidate to be challenged 
simply on the basis of her sex. For example, when Congresswoman Margaret 
Chase Smith threw her hat into the ring for a Senate seat, one Maine 
Republican leader declared, “The little lady has simply stepped out of her 
class.” And the wife of one of Smith’s opponents asked, “Why take a woman 
to Washington when you can get a man?”4 Dorothy McCullough Lee, a vet- 
eran of the Oregon house and senate, lost her bid for reelection as mayor of 
Portland to a challenger whose slogan was “a man for a man’s job.”? While 
not all female candidates faced such blatant sex-biased challenges to their as- 
pirations for public office, they uniformly found themselves presented by the 
press in photographs and text that accentuated their traditional roles. Few 
escaped references to a husband, children, kitchen, and domestic skills. Mar- 
garet Chase Smith was one of those few, because she was widowed and with- 
out children and because she refused to pose cooking. Still, as her biographer 
tells us, “the press took considerable pains to note Mrs. Smith’s youth, petite 
stature, and ‘attractiveness.’ ” 

Such assumptions about women’s place in the gender system were also re- 
flected in law and policy. Gender inequality was written into national poli- 
cies, including the federal tax code, Social Security, and unemployment 
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insurance,° and women’s disadvantaged position under the law was declared 
to be perfectly constitutional by the Supreme Court. In 1948, for example, 
the Court heard a case, Goesaert v. Cleary, initiated by two women who owned 
taverns and their daughters whom they employed. The plaintiffs argued that 
a Michigan law that prohibited the licensing of a female bartender unless she 
was the wife or daughter of the male owner of the establishment deprived 
them of their livelihood and violated the equal protection clause of the 
Fourteenth Amendment. Ostensibly, the Michigan legislature had sought to 
protect women from the hazards of bartending. Yet women were not barred 
from being waitresses in liquor establishments—jobs that paid less than bar- 
tending and in which there was no protective barrier separating them from 
male patrons. This, however, did not concern the justices, nor did it matter 
that the legislation had been initiated by a male bartenders union, part of a 
national effort to exclude women from bartending. “We cannot give ear to 
the suggestion that the real impulse behind this legislation was an unchival- 
rous desire of male bartenders to try to monopolize the calling,” Justice Felix 
Frankfurter declared for the court, which upheld the Michigan law.’ 

Although the Goesaert decision reflected the prevailing judicial reluctance 
to scrutinize economic regulation or to substitute the courts’ opinion for that 
of the legislatures, it is not likely that the Supreme Court would have upheld 
a law that discriminated against white male breadwinners. The decision in 
this case illustrated the tenacious assumption that women, as women, needed 
special protection and supervision and that this need for protection abro- 
gated their right to have the same access to jobs as did men. The tendency of 
most Americans to think of men, but not women, as breadwinners made a 
decision like the one in Goesaert seem perfectly reasonable. 

Congressional debate over the Employment Act of 1946 provides another 
example of how firmly entrenched were what Alice Kessler-Harris calls these 
“gendered habits of the mind.”8 This so-called full employment bill, origi- 
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nally proposed in 1944 and part of Truman’s liberal postwar agenda, required 
the government to undertake economic policies that would ensure a job for 
everyone. Conservatives in Congress weakened the bill by eliminating a pro- 
vision that would have specified the right to work. But the debate over that 
provision illuminates official thinking about gender, as legislators addressed 
the question of which Americans have the right to work. 

The original provision in the draft bill established that “all Americans able 
to work and seeking work have the right to useful, remunerative, regular, and 
full-time employment,” but then went on to enumerate two exceptions to 
this right: students and those with “full-time housekeeping responsibilities.” 
When questioned about these exceptions, one of the measure’s sponsors, 
James Murray of Montana, responded that the legislation “was not intended 
to maintain at Government expense employment for people who ought to be 
in school or who ought to be at home helping to raise families.” Any right to 
work was secondary to maintaining what lay at the core of the gender system, 
he implied when he insisted that the bill’s drafters wanted “to make sure that 
we were not undertaking by a Government program to break up the family.” 
At one point Truman, when asked by the National Federation of Business 
and Professional Women’s Clubs (NFBPW) for a statement to kick off its 
National Business Women’s Week, declared that “full employment means work 
opportunity for every man or woman who wants to work.” But Secretary of 
Labor Louis Schwellenbach, testifying before Congress on the full employ- 
ment bill, stated the administration’s position to be that a woman “who does 
not have the necessity of working, but is just working because of the fact that 
she had gotten in the practice of it and likes it, ... should stay home.”? 

Gendered habits of the mind were also revealed in public opinion polls 
about whether women should hold high political office. In 1945, just 37 per- 
cent of women and 29 percent of men indicated that they would vote for a 
woman for president. Only slightly more, and still a minority, favored women 
for a cabinet post—43 percent of women and 33 percent of men.!? Having 
worked nearly exclusively with men throughout his political career, Truman 
had little reason to feel differently. In fact, he was not comfortable with 
women, believing that they inhibited free discussion among men. He did not 
want a woman in his Cabinet and refused to appoint one to the Supreme 
Court. As he explained to an aide, “The Justices don’t want a woman. They 
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say they couldn’t sit around with their robes off and their feet up and discuss 
their problems.”!! 

That Truman even contemplated the idea of a female Supreme Court jus- 
tice suggests that the customary gender order did not have an iron grip on 
the political imagination. Moreover, the efforts to link public women to 
domestic responsibilities, visible both in the media treatment of women in 
politics and in the assumptions about full employment, reveal a certain de- 
fensiveness growing out of perceptions that the older gender order was being 
gently shaken. Thus, an examination of what Truman left out of his Farewell 
Address reveals undercurrents swirling below the seemingly natural arrange- 
ment of male and female roles. Recognizing these undercurrents, in turn, 
helps us to understand the eventual revolution in women’s status, gender roles, 
and public policy that occurred in the 1960s and 1970s. 

The disruptions to the traditional gender system in the late 1940s were 
rooted in important material changes in women’s lives. Responding to the 
demands and opportunities of World War II, six million additional women 
had joined the labor force between 1940 and 1945. Although reconversion 
and the return of veterans sent women’s labor force participation plummeting 
after a high of 36 percent during the war, by the end of the 1940s women’s 
employment outside the home was on the rise again. In 1950, close to 29 
percent of all women were in the labor force, and they constituted 30 percent 
of all workers, testifying to the importance of women workers both to the 
economy and to the material well-being of their families.” 

As the service sector of the American economy grew in the years after 
World War IT, demand accelerated for workers in positions traditionally as- 
sociated with female skills, such as clerical work, record keeping, retail sales, 
teaching, and the like. Moreover, as Truman noted in his Farewell Address, 
the postwar economy provided Americans with “more of the good things of 
life than ever before in the history of the world.” Americans beheld a daz- 
zling array of new products, and aggressive marketing encouraged their de- 
sire for these goods. Wishing to provide some of this new abundance for their 
families—television sets and other appliances, college education for their 
children, new homes in the suburbs—married women increasingly sought a 
second family paycheck. As paid employment became even more common 
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among women, and especially married women, the idea that home was women’s 
primary responsibility and breadwinning that of men increasingly clashed 
with reality. 

Also drawing women out of the home was their growing involvement in 
higher education. The efforts of colleges and universities to sustain enroll- 
ments despite the absence of men during World War II had benefited women, 
whose share of college enrollments reached nearly 50 percent during the war 
years. As had been true in the case of women’s employment, the return of 
veterans had negative implications for women’s educational status. With help 
from the GI Bill, veterans flooded college campuses, comprising nearly half 
of all students in 1947; institutions gave preference to veterans, and women’s 
share of enrollments dropped to just one-third. Even as returning veterans 
completed their education, the proportion of women students remained be- 
low the prewar high of 40 percent. 

Yet there is another side to this picture. Although women’s share of college 
enrollments declined relative to that of men, their absolute numbers in- 
creased steadily in the Truman years and beyond. The “democratization of 
higher education’—the ever expanding accessibility of college to young Amer- 
icans—that the GI Bill fueled ultimately benefited women as well as men. 
And higher education eventually led large numbers of women to challenge 
traditional assumptions of what women should be and do. Even some of 
those who attended college while Truman was president expressed frustra- 
tions about the abrupt transition they had to make from college or paid em- 
ployment to domesticity. One woman reported, “Some of my interests and 
attitudes were so very academic that I didn’t take to the routine of a home- 
maker for quite a while.” Another also pointed to the discontinuity between 
college and full-time homemaking: “I would much prefer to play a Bach fugue 
than... scrub the kitchen floor. I have needed all my philosophy courses to 
reconcile myself to accepting the monotony of household chores.” 

These changes in women’s employment and education, then, put more 
and more distance between women’s actual experiences and the gender ideal 
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that assigned breadwinning and public life to men and domesticity to women. 
Some women—like those bartenders in Michigan—were already challeng- 
ing the legal obstacles that put women at a disadvantage in the labor market. 
What had once seemed fair, given the presumed devotion of women to the 
home and family, gradually came to be seen by more and more people as un- 
just. 

Truman himself acknowledged the fluid state of the gender order as well 
as his own attachment to tradition when he addressed a Women’s Bureau 
conference marking the centennial of the Seneca Falls women’s rights con- 
ference. The Women’s Bureau had adopted the title “The American Woman, 
Her Changing Role: Worker, Homemaker, Citizen.” When Truman gave his 
remarks he insisted on reversing the order, placing “homemaker” first. His at- 
tempt at humor and flattery also trivialized women as serious political actors; 
he remarked to his audience that when he told aides that he was going “to 
address a conference of good-looking women, you should have seen them 
run to get into the car.” At the same time, however, he acknowledged the 
“unfinished tasks” regarding women’s rights, including equal pay legislation, 
and encouraged women to “make your goals known and persist in demanding 
action.” 

Women as public actors were most visible to Truman and his advisers just 
before elections, not only as voters but also because they performed indis- 
pensable, if mundane, work for the parties at the grassroots level. That labor, 
in fact, increased in the post-World War II era. With the passage of the 
Hatch Act in 1940, less patronage was available to attract men, and parties 
turned to a still substantial pool of middle-class married women who did not 
hold jobs, encouraging them to volunteer as canvassers, office staff, and poll 
workers, under the direction of male professionals. Women constituted sub- 
stantial majorities of these grassroots volunteers, and they filled seats on state 
and national party committees, but they had no voice in any key decisions. At 
a time when party conventions still controlled the nominating process, 
women constituted less than 15 percent of the delegates.1¢ 

For most of Truman's presidency, these women were represented by India 
Edwards, who chaired the Women’s Division of the Democratic National 
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Committee. Although never a part of Truman’s inner circle, Edwards gained 
his respect for her ability to mobilize women, her keen political skills, and her 
unwavering support. While some of his associates found her “unladylike” and 
called her a “battle-ax,” Truman gave Edwards the dubious compliment of 
acting like a man. Edwards served as the conduit to Truman for a collective 
effort by leaders of seventy-five women’s organizations, begun in 1944, to 
win political appointments for women. In response to her urging, Truman 
bested Franklin Roosevelt’s record in female appointments, naming eighteen 
women to posts requiring Senate confirmation and adding two hundred 
women to significant federal positions. Among the “firsts” during his admin- 
istration were the appointment of Eugenie Anderson as ambassador to Den- 
mark and of Georgia Neese Clark as treasurer of the United States.” 

“Begging that one woman be included in the twenty-seven new judges 
whom you will nominate soon,” Edwards warned Truman, “there will be a 
bad reaction to the naming of so many new judges and not one woman 
among them.” In response, the president appointed Burnita Matthews as 
federal district court judge. Yet, as we have seen, he stopped short of insisting 
that the Supreme Court justices conduct their deliberations in the presence 
of a female; and he rejected another woman for a federal judgeship because 
“her husband is already a Judge in the New York Courts and it seems to me 
that one Judge in the family is enough.”!® Here again he expressed accord 
with traditional notions about the appropriate relations between husbands 
and wives. 

Advocates on behalf of women were not the only Americans who wrote 
passionate letters to the president about his female appointments. His selection 
of Anna M. Rosenberg for assistant secretary of defense in 1950 immediately 
got caught up in the politics of anti-Communism, when arch-conservative 
radio commentator Fulton Lewis Jr. assailed her foreign birth and connections 
to members of left-wing organizations. Yet it was not just her “questionable 
loyalty” that inflamed those who urged Truman to drop her nomination. 
They routinely pointed as well to the fact that she was a woman and a Jew. 
Robert Herndon could not understand why Truman “could not have picked 
out some American male, who had been born in America and fought through 
the wars.” Paul H. Hines, a decorated veteran who had observed Rosenberg’s 
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World War II service chairing the War Manpower Commission in New 
York, found her “totally unfit . . . for the handling of men. . . not only tact- 
less but arrogant and domineering.” Conveniently ignoring the fact that 
women, too, served in the military, other writers also linked fitness for a high 
position in Defense with the male obligation of military service. Mrs. Ralph 
Stewart expressed shock at Truman’s decision because “the draft is a matter 
which affects men on/y, and by no stretch of the imagination can we see how 
a woman, any woman, could be better qualified to handle it than a man.” 
These and other correspondents not only chafed at how women supervising 
men defied the natural order of things, but they also revealed how the obli- 
gation of military service endowed men with certain “rights” not deserved by 
women. Truman nonetheless held his ground on Rosenberg’s nomination, 
and the coalition for women’s appointments chalked up another victory.! 

Edith Sampson is yet another example of the pressures on the president 
from women’s organizations to name women to important posts, but her ap- 
pointment also served Truman’s purposes in another way. Named alternate 
delegate to the UN General Assembly in 1950, Sampson became the first 
African American emissary to the United Nations. Her presence there helped 
to counter foreign critics of the racism embedded in American law and prac- 
tice, criticism that came from leaders of Third World countries as well as 
those from Communist nations that sought to use U.S. racial practices as a 
propaganda weapon in the Cold War.”° Of course, an African American man 
could have served this purpose just as well, and India Edwards feared as 
much in 1951 when she heard that Sampson might be replaced “just because 
she got in the hair of some of the State Department boys who think they 
know it all and never want anyone with an idea or any initiative on the Dele- 
gation.” Edwards urged Truman to reappoint her, and he did.?! 

Organized women did not stop with the goal of getting women appointed 
to policy-making posts, though it was the objective that most firmly united a 
diverse range of women’s groups. Truman had also to contend with women’s 
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demands for actions in the policy arena. From the 1940s to the 1960s, polit- 
ically active women—in women’s organizations and in the fringes of party 
politics—worked on three policy objectives to widen women’s opportunities 
and diminish sex discrimination: a national equal pay law; an equal rights 
amendment to the Constitution (ERA); and a federal commission to investi- 
gate the status of women and recommend policy changes. 

Braced by women’s performance in defense jobs during the war and en- 
couraged by National War Labor Board rulings against wage discrimination, 
a number of women’s organizations coalesced behind a federal bill to prohibit 
wage discrimination by private employers in interstate commerce. Labor 
unions joined the coalition in an effort to maintain prevailing wages and to 
prevent employers from displacing men with cheaper female labor. Truman 
himself endorsed the principle of equal pay, and the secretary of labor testi- 
fied in favor of the bill. Yet, although committees in both chambers reported 
the bill favorably in 1946 and in subsequent years, and while twelve states 
had equal pay laws by 1950, Congress failed to act on national legislation.” 

Several factors contributed to its defeat. Not surprisingly, employers’ orga- 
nizations fought the bill. Moreover, the postwar wave of strikes and the elec- 
tion of more conservative members to Congress reduced legislative sympathy 
for organized labor, a development manifested in the antilabor Taft-Hartley 
Act of 1947. Democrat Mary Norton from New Jersey, who headed the 
House Labor Committee, warned the bill’s supporters that only if women’s 
organizations, labor unions, and the administration expressed “intense inter- 
est” in the bill would it succeed. Yet, equal pay was only one of many issues 
that engaged women’s groups in the postwar period, the administration had 
more pressing priorities, and the American Federation of Labor itself failed 
to testify for the bill in 1948 and 1950, preferring to achieve the goal of equal 
pay through collective bargaining.”? The equal pay coalition itself survived 
the defeat, however, laying the groundwork for its ultimate success when 
Congress passed the Equal Pay Act of 1963. 

Instead of a national sense of urgency occasioned by the need for defense 
production, which had evaporated with the end of the war, equal pay advo- 
cates now faced, as veterans returned to civilian life, a national concern about 
whether the economy could provide sufficient jobs for all who needed work. 
In the context of such concern, the possibility that higher wages might draw 
even more women into the labor force was not a welcome one. Even after 
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North Korean soldiers crossed the thirty-eighth parallel in 1950 and prompted 
a renewed war mobilization effort, administration officials looked benignly 
on sex discrimination in employment. Responding to India Edwards’s pro- 
test that the Departments of Defense and State were requesting only males 
in positions as analysts, political scientists, and historians, Donald Dawson, 
Truman’s administrative assistant, wrote that 31 percent of those requests did 
not specify sex at all, and 5 percent called for women. For Dawson, that ap- 
parently settled the matter of sex discrimination.”4 

The proposed equal rights amendment to the Constitution met a fate 
similar to that of the proposed equal pay legislation, though for somewhat 
different reasons. The administration’s lack of enthusiasm contributed to the 
defeat of both measures. As a senator, Truman had endorsed the ERA, and 
that endorsement became known to friend and foe of the proposed amend- 
ment early in his presidency. How seriously he took the issue was another 
matter. When prominent Democratic National Committee member Emma 
Guffey Miller pressed Truman to support the ERA again in 1950, his con- 
descending response indicated how free he was to blow off challenges to the 
gender status quo. “It has been my experience there is no equality,” he wrote, 
“men are just slaves and I suppose they will continue to be.” A stunned 
Miller wrote India Edwards that Truman’s words came as “a solar plexus 
blow,” expressing her disbelief that he had even read the letter over his sig- 
nature.> 

Deep divisions among politically engaged women over the proposed ERA 
and the relatively small numbers of feminist activists enabled—even re- 
quired—Truman to dismiss Miller’s appeal. As his administrative assistant, 
David K. Niles, declared in 1946, “This Equal Rights thing is dynamite 
which ever way you place it,” urging that it was best to keep the president out 
of it.7° Initially proposed in 1923 by Alice Paul of the feminist National 
Woman's Party as the follow-up to the suffrage amendment, the ERA met 
passionate opposition from key elements of the Democratic Party. The chief 
objection of liberal Democrats, most women’s organizations, and organized 
labor was that the ERA would nullify protective labor laws for women. These 
state laws, strenuously fought for in an era when the Supreme Court rou- 
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tinely struck down measures regulating the working conditions of men, im- 
posed minimum wage and maximum hours standards, prohibited night work, 
required such provisions as seats, rest periods, and restroom facilities, and ab- 
solutely banned women from jobs deemed hazardous to them. ERA advo- 
cates objected that such measures operated to discriminate against women in 
employment, while supporters of protective legislation fought the constitu- 
tional amendment on the grounds that women’s maternal roles and weaker 
physical constitutions required special protections. Bowing to his most im- 
portant political constituents, Truman abandoned his initial support of the 
ERA and ducked the issue for the remainder of his presidency. Although 
the Senate considered the amendment in 1946, the 38-35 vote did not meet 
the two-thirds majority needed to submit a constitutional amendment to the 
states.77 

The broad range of women’s organizations that opposed the ERA—in- 
cluding the Women’s Bureau of the Department of Labor, the American 
Association of University Women, and the National League of Women Voters— 
sought to eliminate what they considered the most glaring discriminations 
against women and to head off the amendment with an alternative measure. 
In part borrowing from the idea behind Truman’s Commission on Civil Rights, 
they proposed legislation to establish a national commission on the legal sta- 
tus of women to “make a full and complete study . . . of the economic, civil, 
social and political status of women, and the nature and extent of discrimina- 
tions based on sex.”28 While the bill went nowhere in the 1940s, as was the 
case with equal pay legislation and the ERA, its proponents laid the ground- 
work for eventual success (though, in the case of the ERA, passage by Con- 
gress was not followed by ratification by the required number of states) when, 
in 1961, President John F. Kennedy created the President’s Commission on 
the Status of Women. 

Women’s activism on behalf of government appointments, equal pay, the 
ERA, and the status of women bill reflected how much the wartime need for 
women’s labor had caused at least some Americans to think more critically 
about the traditional gender system. Day care for the children of employed 
mothers, another issue growing out of the wartime mobilization of women, 
remained on the national agenda for a brief time in the postwar period and 
likewise indicated slight shifts in notions about women’s appropriate place 
and responsibilities. Under the Lanham Act during World War II, the federal 
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government had provided funds to states and localities to establish child care 
centers in areas where large numbers of women workers were needed in war 
production. When those funds expired with the end of the war, employed 
mothers and their advocates urged that public provision for child care con- 
tinue, meeting with success in New York City, Philadelphia, and the state of 
California.?? Because Congress controlled appropriations for the District 
of Columbia, the issue came to Truman’s desk in 1946 in the form of a bill 
providing $500,000 for the continuation of day care centers that had been es- 
tablished in the district during the war. 

The D.C. commissioners urged Truman to veto the bill, citing financial 
reasons and the undesirability of providing “free education” to just one special 
group. They noted that the original justification for the centers, to further the 
war effort, no longer operated, and they objected that the bill would be “an 
inducement to parents to transfer to the municipal government their respon- 
sibility for the training and rearing of their children.” Both the Department 
of Labor, which housed the Children’s Bureau, and the Federal Security 
Agency, which housed the Office of Education, however, recommended ap- 
proval, and Truman agreed.°° 

Truman decided to extend the government’s support for day care centers 
on the narrowest of grounds, believing that they should be “tapered off for 
the use of servicemen’s wives” and thus rationalizing their temporary contin- 
uation on the basis of the nation’s obligation to the men who had won the 
war. Officials of the Department of Labor and the Federal Security Agency 
supported the bill on grounds of children’s welfare. Women who used the 
centers, however, implicitly expressed a changing notion of women’s roles 
and responsibilities. While not directly insisting on the right of mothers to 
work, they provided a new definition of maternal responsibilities. Two moth- 
ers, for example, wired Truman that the centers were “not just a convenience 
but an absolutely [sic] necessity. ... We want to raise our children properly, 
and we want to earn our living and theirs in self-respect.” Daisy Peck, an- 
other employed mother, insisted, “As long as we are able to work... why 
should we not be permitted to do so instead of going on relief, losing our self 
respect.”3! These and other women linked the public provision of child care 
to their financial distress and did not suggest that society owed such provi- 
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sion to all women, but they did assert a conception of mothers’ obligations 
that extended beyond the home. And they grasped for at least some women 
a right traditionally associated with men—the right to respect that grew out 
of the ability to support one’s family. 

Just as World War II had called into question older notions about women’s 
roles, the Cold War and the nation’s new international responsibilities encour- 
aged the development of expanded visions of women’s place in the world out- 
side the home. Of all the wartime challenges to the traditional gender system, 
the most dramatic had been the incorporation of women into military service. 
More than 350,000 women served in all branches of the military, and they 
were utilized in nearly every activity short of combat. On the whole, of course, 
gender norms largely withstood this breach of the last male bastion. The great 
majority of servicewomen, for example, performed clerical, communications, 
or health care work, mirroring the character of women’s work in the prewar 
civilian labor force. (In fact, because of the great need for defense industry 
workers, women in the civilian labor force actually had more opportunities to 
perform nontraditional work during the war than did servicewomen.) Recruit- 
ment materials and propaganda similarly upheld the traditional gender order 
by stressing the “femininity” of female soldiers and portraying their service in 
terms of how it benefited their sweethearts and husbands.°? 

The contributions of women’s service to the nation as a whole secured 
their permanent participation in the military as a new crisis—the Cold War— 
posed another challenge to traditional gender arrangements. Facing an im- 
mediate shortage of personnel and convinced that “the most economical use 
of all personnel” could be advanced “by the utilization of women in positions 
where their special aptitudes best fill army requirements,” the military asked 
Congress to give women permanent regular status in the defense establish- 
ment. To be sure, the request was couched in terms that assured legislators 
and the public that women’s primary interests remained rooted in the home. 
Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower, one of the Women’s Army Corps’s most en- 
thusiastic supporters, predicted that “after an enlistment or two enlistments 
women will ordinarily—and thank God—they will get married.”*> Although 
the Women’s Armed Services Integration Act of 1948 limited women to 2 
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percent of total personnel, restricted their advancement, barred them from 
combat, and banned married women entirely unless they were veterans, it 
further unsettled the traditional order. Women gained a new avenue for indi- 
vidual development and self-fulfillment and won important rights linked to 
military service such as those provided by the GI Bill, while redefining the 
presumed “natural” roles and responsibilities of men and women. 

Once engaged in the Korean War, Truman himself drew public attention 
to an expanded concept of women’s place. His manpower mobilization policy 
announced in January 1951 called for “full use of women, handicapped work- 
ers, and minority groups.” Reflecting the power of tradition, Truman did 
qualify that appeal by focusing “major emphasis” on the training and recruit- 
ment of single women and married women without children. But he also 
called for support for “nursery schools as an aid to mothers who want jobs.” 
Moreover, he devoted more than half of his radio address on Armistice Day, 
November 1951, to the need for women “in every part of our national effort,” 
focusing on their military service. Calling for 72,000 women to join the 40,000 
already on active duty, he stressed both “their opportunity to make a vital 
contribution to our national security” and their “opportunity to learn new 
skills that will help them advance in their chosen fields of work.” And he 
once more hailed the variety of women’s military contributions in 1952 when 
he spoke at the ceremony for a new postage stamp commemorating women 
in the armed services.*4 

Just as the Truman administration was moved by international develop- 
ments to advance a new vision of what was appropriate to women, women 
activists used the nation’s new international position to advocate for their 
own goal of breaking down the disparate treatment of men and women. The 
creation of the United Nations provided one such opportunity when, in a 
pathbreaking move, officials signing the UN Charter in 1945 affirmed “the 
equal rights of men and women” and “fundamental freedoms for all without 
distinction as to race, sex, language or religion.” Two years later, the United 
Nations established the Commission on the Status of Women, creating a 
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forum for women from around the globe to meet and be heard; and in 1948 
it adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which enumerated 
an extensive set of rights and explicitly rejected sex discrimination. These 
principles, of course, went far beyond those rights women currently enjoyed 
in the United States. Women pressed hard for such guarantees—including 
Eleanor Roosevelt, U.S. delegate to the United Nations, who chaired the com- 
mission that drafted the declaration; Hansa Mehta, legislator and women’s 
rights advocate from India; and Minerva Bernardino of the Dominican 
Republic.* 

Consequently, when Emma Guffey Miller wrote Truman urging his 
support of the ERA and claiming that “all we want is equality of opportu- 
nity and the right to control our own actions the same as men,” she pointed 
to the “solemn assurances in the Charter of the United Nations which in 
five different articles equality is promised all citizens regardless of sex.” 
Although the League of Women Voters disagreed about the desirability of 
a constitutional amendment, that organization, too, appealed to the UN 
precedent in advocating the elimination of unwarranted discrimination against 
women. “Because of our commitment to the U.N. it is a fitting time to re- 
view the question of the status of women in the United States,” the league 
insisted. “It is, therefore, our duty to bring our laws . . . into harmony with 
these principles.”°° 

Although Truman devoted attention to the United Nations in both his 
Farewell Address and his memoirs, he made no mention of its unprecedented 
consideration of and commitment to women’s rights. These silences illustrate 
the firm hold of the traditional gender structure on the president and on 
most Americans. Looking beneath these silences, however, reveals challenges 
to older gender norms that were emerging in the 1940s and helps explain the 
more sweeping changes in policies and practices that occurred in the 1960s 
and 1970s. 

Ignored by Truman as he retrospectively surveyed his presidency, women’s 
participation in government, equal pay legislation, an equal rights amend- 
ment to the constitution, official investigation of women’s status, public pro- 
vision of child care services for employed mothers, and women’s military 
service—all of these issues claimed some part of the public’s attention and 
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from time to time that of Truman himself. Because his entire political career 
was shaped in an era when women were largely absent from politics and 
when policies and practices that viewed women primarily as wives and moth- 
ers were deemed perfectly natural, it is not surprising that he marshaled so 
little of his power against inequities based on sex. Truman attended to 
women’s issues when forced to do so, as was the case with his response to 
India Edwards and the campaign for women’s appointments to government 
positions. And he supported the expansion of public opportunities for women 
when such initiatives accomplished larger purposes, as was the case with 
women’s permanent military status. Truman sometimes paid lip service to 
gender justice, for example voicing support for equal pay or for the need to 
investigate women’s status; but no strong political movement existed to re- 
quire action beyond perfunctory mention. 

If the Truman presidency holds little historical significance in the area of 
state action on gender issues, the Truman years saw the gathering of critical 
forces that would eventually compel a reconsideration of older gender ideas 
and adoption of new laws and policies that would transform gender relations. 
The 1940s were in this case a time of transition, giving rise to international 
developments that created new national imperatives and changes in the ways 
in which more and more women actually lived their lives as they increasingly 
deviated from prevailing notions about 4ow they should live them. 

Imperatives related to the nation’s security from international threats and 
a growing, increasingly service- and consumption-oriented postwar economy 
drew more women into the labor force and higher education. The inequities 
embedded in the gender system that had once seemed fair and natural began 
to seem unjust and out of step with reality, at least to politically active women 
who wanted to eliminate barriers to women’s participation in the public arena 
and to ensure their equal treatment there. Unlike organized labor or civil 
rights activists and their white liberal allies, these women’s rights advocates 
were not substantial enough to constitute a political threat to Truman and his 
party. Yet they were energized by the contributions women had made to the 
World War II effort and were being called upon to make to the waging of the 
Cold War; and they forced new issues onto the president’s desk, onto the leg- 
islative agenda, and into public discourse. Although most of the goals of 
organized women did not move beyond discussion (slightly more women ap- 
pointed to government positions and permanent military status were excep- 
tions), their activism laid foundations for policy changes that would reach 
fruition in the 1960s and beyond. And the international and economic revo- 
lutions that had inspired and undergirded their demands on government 
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would continue to effect a transformation in relationships between men and 
women and between women and policy that lay far beyond the imagination 
of Truman and most of his contemporaries. Given Truman’s deep roots in 
the older gender order, it was no doubt a blessing to his peace of mind that he 
was able to contemplate the history of his presidency without giving women 
a thought. 


To view the complete page image, please refer to the printed version of this 
work. 


276 


To view the complete page image, please refer to the printed version of this 
work. 


277 


To view the complete page image, please refer to the printed version of 
this 
work. 


278 


To view the complete page image, please refer to the printed version of this 
work. 


279 








Harry Truman, Immigration, 
and Ethnicity at an Imperial Moment 
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I. Introduction: Cold War and Culture War 


As we reflect on Harry S. Truman’s Farewell Address, we note the areas of 
public policy he emphasized, those he minimized, and those he left out en- 
tirely. Truman said little in the address about the initiatives on civil rights 
with which he has historically been associated. As Richard Kirkendall notes 
in his Introduction, “What seems clear is that he was not nearly as pleased 
with what he had accomplished in this area as he was with what he had done 
in international relations.” 

I have been charged with reflecting specifically on immigration and eth- 
nicity, two issues in many ways related to civil rights but not specifically men- 
tioned in the Farewell Address. I will do this by looking at Truman era public 
policy in relation to issues of immigration and ethnicity. But in order to under- 
stand what these areas of public policy might have to do with “Harry’s Fare- 
well,” I want to suggest some connections between the seemingly disparate 
areas of civil rights, immigration and ethnicity, and international relations. 

It has recently been well established, for example, that the prevailing inter- 
national Cold War order influenced federal policy on civil rights.! Concerned 
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with promoting democracy around the world, Cold War politicians such as 
Truman focused on some of the impediments to domestic democracy. They 
did this in part because of concerns about the international image of the 
United States as the “leader of the free world,” something often parodied in 
the Soviet press by reference to the history of African Americans. Civil rights 
leaders, in turn, pressed this advantage. At the same time, they drew parallels 
between their struggle for full citizenship in the United States and the free- 
dom struggles of decolonizing nations in Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean. 
Truman’s overarching concern was for the Cold War: what he called in his 
farewell “the conflict between those who love freedom and those who would 
lead the world back into slavery and darkness.” But this focus on the interna- 
tional balance of power led also to engagement with domestic affairs, specif- 
ically the politics of racial inequality. 

Historians have made similar arguments about other aspects of Truman’s 
foreign policy, in particular his deployment of atomic energy, first in drop- 
ping the bombs at Hiroshima and Nagasaki and later in the way he guided 
national nuclear policy to favor atomic secrecy rather than international co- 
operation. Historian John Dower has persuasively demonstrated that the de- 
cision to “end the war” by dropping nuclear bombs on Japan was premised as 
much on cultural attitudes toward Asian peoples as on strategic considera- 
tions.” Japanese Americans were interned during the war under a rubric of 
security. The federal government was able to disregard the claims of Issei, 
Nisei, and third-generation Japanese Americans to citizenship because of 
their status as a racial minority, on the West Coast and in the national imag- 
ination. Similarly, the decision to drop the bomb was informed by racial ideas 
of the Japanese as less than human combatants in the Pacific Theater. Do- 
mestic matters, in this case racial inequality and its relationship to national 
identity, overlap importantly with international relations. 

Truman presided over the inauguration of the nuclear age, also known as 
the era of atomic secrecy. The sole sentence referring to this in the address 
occupies its own paragraph and rings loudly despite its brevity: “Meanwhile, 
the first atomic explosion took place out in the New Mexico desert.” This 
lonely spectacle had great implications for the immediate postwar period and 
for the Truman presidency. From the emergence of the Truman Doctrine of 
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containing Communism, to the increasing power of a Red Scare promising 
to purge the nation of threats from within, atomic secrecy linked domestic 
and international security concerns. The resulting political ideology, as well 
as the public policies it informed, linked the ideas of domestic harmony with 
a safe and united international order. 

For example, the crucial internal memorandum, National Security Coun- 
cil document number 68 (NSC-68), established the principle of strategic 
containment of the Soviet Union in 1950. The centrality of this doctrine 
permeates Truman’s address and largely explains his focus on international 
stability. But, as political scientist David Campbell argues, this focus on in- 
ternational security paralleled and was informed by particular notions of na- 
tional identity and domestic stability. Campbell cites Truman foreign policy 
adviser George Kennan, who said in 1950 that Communism “had to be 
viewed as a crisis of our own civilization, and the principal antidote lay in 
overcoming the weakness of our own institutions.” In explaining this, Camp- 
bell asserts that “the texts which guided national security policy did more 
than simply offer the ‘reality’ they confronted: they actively concerned them- 
selves with the scripting of a particular American identity.” 

How did this “scripting” of national identity operate to influence public 
policy? It linked the international security of the nation to specific domestic 
conditions. Consider three examples that, geographically and sociologically, 
span early nuclear America. 

First, testing the effects of radiation on civilian populations, military sci- 
entists conducted secret experiments on working-class communities in 
Minneapolis and East St. Louis during the 1950s.4 These experiments 
were intentionally conducted in poor and minority neighborhoods, because 
the denizens of such places lacked access to established channels of political 
protest. Because this program sheltered under the nuclear secrecy associated 
with containment, those suffering the resulting, often grave, health problems 
had little recourse. Here we see the exigencies of national security dictating a 
public policy deeply based on existing social inequalities. 

Second, Jewish Communists Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were executed 
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for atomic espionage in 1953, after repeatedly being denied stays of execu- 
tion. Historians such as Virginia Carmichael and Andrew Ross have argued 
that the thin sinew of evidence connecting the Rosenbergs to this treasonous 
act—in sentencing them, Judge Irving Kaufman asserted their responsibility 
for national losses in the Korean War—was further strengthened by their 
status as political and cultural outsiders: Communists, Jews, urban dwellers 
in a nation rapidly moving to the new suburbs created by the dual forces of 
the GI Bill and real estate and insurance redlining. In a January 1953 memo, 
the CIA proposed a deal: if the Rosenbergs would agree to “appeal to all Jews 
in all countries to get out of the communist movement and seek to destroy 
it,” they would be saved.’ Here again, national security policy purportedly 
based on international concerns drew on categories of domestic social iden- 
tity—in this case, anti-Semitism. The Rosenberg trial and execution drama- 
tized the high seriousness of the new atomic order and drew boundaries 
between appropriate and inappropriate conduct and associations for citizens. 

Finally, consider the source of the atomic age: uranium. Uranium miners 
in the southwestern United States were primarily Navajo and Latino. Min- 
ing for uranium, often found on tribal lands, became a significant source of 
employment for these ethnic minority groups in the 1940s and 1950s.° 
Because uranium mining represented a key component of atomic national 
security, the Atomic Energy Commission controlled dissemination of infor- 
mation about the health risks of exposure to uranium and miners were con- 
sistently denied access to health information and safety gear. Published 
reports of cancer deaths in association with such exposure did not emerge 
until the 1960s.” Here again, we see categories of national identity in dia- 
logue with the seemingly pragmatic dictates of national security policy. So, 
perhaps, Truman’s emphasis on international policy in his Farewell Address 
has much to say about domestic politics after all. 

As president, Harry Truman was particularly concerned to remedy the na- 
tion’s legacy of social inequality for African Americans by addressing civil 
rights. Just as African Americans had waged a “double V” campaign during 
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the war for victory over fascism abroad and victory over racism and white su- 
premacy at home, Truman drew parallels between these struggles for democ- 
racy. He wrote to the American Veterans’ Committee in 1946: “We have only 
recently completed a long and bitter war against intolerance and hatred in 
other lands. A cruel price in blood and suffering was paid by the American 
people in bringing that war to a successful conclusion. Yet, in this country 
today there exists a disturbing evidence of intolerance and prejudice similar in 
kind, though perhaps not in degree, to that against which we fought the war.”® 

In both his administrations, Truman cautiously raised civil rights issues, 
through the Fair Deal and other policies designed to sustain African 
American faith in the Democratic Party without alienating the crucial, tradi- 
tional southern white constituency.’ His support for civil rights indicates his 
awareness of both domestic and international pressure. However, in his 
Farewell Address his concerns for international relations overshadowed his 
attention to civil rights and domestic inequality. This ambivalence toward so- 
cial equality came from his personal attitudes, as well as the political impedi- 
ment of a Republican Congress. But the ambivalence is also very much part 
of Truman’s historical moment: a moment marked by imperial expansion. 

At the imperial moment of the Truman administration, the United States 
consolidated a global empire of political and economic alliances as well as so- 
cial and cultural influence. Seen through the prism of the Truman Doctrine, 
the world was a turbulent and menacing place, fraught with expansionist 
Soviet totalitarianism and a newly decolonizing Third World likely to fall 
prey to it. Consequently, Cold War politicians tended to view the world in 
terms of black-and-white distinctions: good and evil, freedom and slavery, 
democracy and totalitarianism, and capitalism and socialism. These distinc- 
tions, in turn, read both domestic and international politics through a partic- 
ular ideological prism, characterized by a very specific definition of the kind 
of citizenship and rights that could be extended to minority populations. Just 
as the Truman Doctrine dictated intervening in the politics of sovereign na- 
tions in the name of democracy, domestic policy advanced specific and lim- 
ited notions of enfranchisement and full participation. 
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This imperial public policy had specific implications for immigrants and 
ethnic minorities. Domestic policy toward Indian nations, “the nations with- 
in,” as Vine Deloria has called them,’ paralleled immigration and foreign 
policy in important ways. Indian peoples were rediscovered as a national prob- 
lem in the wake of their heroic and disproportionate service in World War II, 
represented most vividly in the popular imagination by the story of Ira Hayes, 
who after participating in the flag-raising on Iwo Jima returned to life on the 
reservation. Communalist Indian nations, however, were viewed as antago- 
nistic to the project of Cold War democracy. To marry into the national fam- 
ily, to be eligible for the benefits as well as the depredations of citizenship, 
immigrants, Indians, and other internal aliens had to change. 

While foreign policy and immigration had long been entwined prior to 
the Cold War, the regulation of aliens entering the civic body became some- 
thing of a political obsession in the post-World War II period, in light of 
contemporary concerns for subversion and infiltration. The transformation 
of aliens into citizens was a central issue in public policy. Whether they were 
domestic dissenters, native “communalists,” or immigrants at specific risk for 
being foreign agents, aliens to the social body needed transformation. A gen- 
dered ideology of a national family helped to organize social politics in this 
period. Threatening aliens could become cheerful citizen-family members by 
passing through state-mediated rituals of naturalization. And, in the prevail- 
ing patriarchal order of the day, those allowed into the family, as wives, chil- 
dren, and stepchildren, were compelled to adopt its ways. As anthropologist 
Ann Stoler has noted, managing the “conjugal relations of empire” has al- 
ways entailed the regulation of citizen and foreign bodies, and any possible 
relations between them.!! 

In what follows, I will look specifically at two arenas of Truman-era public 
policy to document the effects of this Cold War imperial moment on ethnic- 
ity and immigration. First, I will examine Indian policy under Truman, arguing 
that Truman’s general support for civil rights and his Cold War assumption 
that societies were either democratic or undemocratic informed his support 
for a policy of termination—terminating the trust relationship between In- 
dian nations and the federal government—that came into conflict with most 
contemporary Indian ideas about democratic reform. Then, I will look at his 
immigration and refugee policy, which, of course, was a component of a more 
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general policy toward the ethnic composition of the nation as a whole. 
Throughout, I argue that public policy on immigration and ethnicity was 
profoundly entwined with international relations. 


Hi. Truman and Indian Policy: 
Termination and Individual Rights 


Historian Donald Fixico asserts that Truman was “an assimilationist who 
believed that all Americans should enjoy the constitutional rights that the 
United States guaranteed, although he realized that the dominant society ex- 
cluded Native American people from exercising their citizenship rights.” 
Truman supported what he considered the full enfranchisement of American 
Indians and thought of the reservation system and federal land trust as a 
“special handicap or special advantage” impeding the equality of Indian peo- 
ple.!? Federal Indian policy under Truman attempted to advocate for Indian 
people, but it did so with the intent of assimilating them into a specific kind 
of democratic citizenship, one that often contradicted indigenous ideas as 
well as long-standing claims to a land base guaranteed by the federal trust re- 
lationship. 

This contradiction was evident from the outset of Truman’s Indian policy. 
The creation of the Indian Claims Commission in 1946 responded to a de- 
mand from Indian people for federal action to adjudicate claims for illegally 
seized property. The new commission investigated all Indian claims that 
contested federal or private title, attempting to define the lands in question 
precisely and to figure out whether the lands had been illegally taken from 
Indian people. In cases where the commission found in favor of Indian 
claims, it was responsible for establishing compensation, in terms of market 
value at the time the land was taken. Truman said, upon signing the bill cre- 
ating the commission: “I am glad to sign my name to a measure which re- 
moves a lingering discrimination against our First Americans and gives them 
the same opportunity that our laws extend to all other American citizens to 
vindicate their property rights and contracts in the courts against violations 
by the Federal Government itself.”° 
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Indian people seized on the Indian Claims Commission as a means for 
adjudicating long-term injustices, and by the end of 1951 more than six hun- 
dred cases had been filed. Some were awarded monetary compensation for 
lost lands; others, like many Indian nations on the East Coast who had been 
militarily defeated before the American Revolution, used the commission to 
establish land claims and work for federal recognition in the 1970s. 

While Indian people saw and used the Indian Claims Commission as a 
place to advance their struggles to maintain a sovereign land base, the Termi- 
nation Policy gained support in Congress under a quite different rubric. 
Truman saw the inauguration of the commission as removing “lingering dis- 
crimination” against Indians and any “special handicap or special advantage.” 
In his interpretation, land claims impeded Indians from becoming ordinary 
democratic citizens, holding them back in an antiquated, and possibly anti- 
American, communalism. Similarly, many in Congress saw the commis- 
sion as the first step to absolving any Indian claims to tribal lands. Support 
for the commission in Congress was part of a broader effort to clear out the 
bureaucracy of the Interior Department and Bureau of Indian Affairs, reduce 
spending, and, ultimately, terminate the federal trust relationship between 
Indian nations and the government. 

Advocates of Termination Policy sought to end the trust relationship be- 
tween Indians and the federal government. Under termination, land claims 
would be individualized. Indians would, in the language of the time, become 
citizens, even though they had legally become citizens under the Snyder Act 
of 1924, and reservations would disappear into local counties. The dual 
claims of Indians to citizenship in the United States and in their own Indian 
nations had been a crucial component of federal jurisprudence since Justice 
John Marshall deemed Indian peoples “domestic, dependent nations” in 
1831. But Termination Policy twisted the rhetoric of the African American 
civil rights movement to argue that the loyalty of Indian people to tribal na- 
tions impeded their access to full citizenship. Thus, the “nations within” were 
also subject to the project of regulating “the conjugal relations of empire.” 

Truman was not a hard-core terminationist. He saw the importance of 
Indians becoming “independent, self-supporting citizens of this Nation.” Like 
many of the architects of Termination Policy in Congress, he also recognized 
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that Indian lands were often “rich in timber, oil, gas, and other materials, the 
conservation and development of which should be related to programs af- 
fecting similar lands.”!© Many in Congress, particularly those from the west- 
ern states, saw the absorption of tribal lands into federal and private hands as 
crucial to developing the resource-rich West and making the United States 
economically independent. Republican senator Patrick McCarran of Nevada, 
for example, wrote, “The West today is a land of empire, of opportunity, of 
destiny. Today, more than ever, the West is plain every day American for ‘op- 
portunity.’” The West had water and uranium to support growing urban pop- 
ulations and an emerging nuclear state; in addition, the West has long had 
tremendous ideological capital in the national imagining of freedom and des- 
tiny.” 

Truman supported termination because, in his interpretation of civil rights, 
bringing Indians into a life of citizenship and individual property ownership 
would be beneficial both to them and to the nation. Unlike the most extreme 
supporters in Congress, he tried to execute the termination project slowly, in 
ways that would be most beneficial to the Indians involved. In 1948, he ve- 
toed a measure for the disposal of some submarginal lands on reservations in 
the West, cautioning against a too-rapid sell-off that would further impover- 
ish already struggling tribes.1* He also expressed fatherly concern about the 
ability of Indians to manage their finances after termination, sternly caution- 
ing one of the first nations to exchange its lands for one-time cash allotments 
under Termination Policy: “I urge the Klamath Indians to give deep thought 
to the use of their resources, both individual and tribal, in ways that will in- 
sure their future security and progress. I say this because it will not be possi- 
ble for them to recover these resources if they are once lost through unwise 
transactions.”!? 

Termination was to complete the “break up of the tribal land mass” begun 
by the Dawes Allotment Act in the late nineteenth century. In addition, the 
termination project included a relocation program, which was to bring Indians 
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off reservations, relocate them into cities, and, it was hoped, naturalize them 
into life as American consumer-citizens. In their attempts to forcibly assim- 
ilate Indians to mainstream American life, these programs failed, engender- 
ing instead a revived, pan-Indian political identity on reservations and in 
cities. Truman’s likely genuine concern for the rights of Indian people was 
hostage to the larger historical moment of atomic secrecy and the profound 
narrowing of definitions of citizenship during the Cold War. 


III. Immigration and Refugee Policy in the New Global Order 


In many ways, Truman’s immigration policy was impelled by the same po- 
litical exigencies as was his Indian policy. Just as Indian policy mediated an 
internal frontier, between semi-sovereign nations and the federal govern- 
ment, immigration and refugee policy regulated external boundaries, control- 
ling the demographic homeostasis of the nation. Which immigrants and 
refugees, and how many, to allow into the country was an extremely impor- 
tant question for Cold War politicians across the political spectrum. While 
immigration policy had historically been deeply entwined with international 
relations, this connection took on renewed significance in a divided world 
fraught with the potential for military hostilities abroad or infiltration at 
home. 

Like civil rights policy, Truman-era immigration and refugee policy at- 
tempted to balance the new status of the United States as the “leader of the 
free world” with concerns about the potential for immigrants and ethnic 
groups to be fifth-column infiltrators. Central to immigration policy in the 
postwar imperial moment were issues such as the controversy over how many 
refugees to allow in from Europe, devastated from war and segregated by the 
Iron Curtain; the slow easing of long-standing barriers to the naturalization 
of Asian immigrants; the importance of agricultural labor and concurrent 
concerns with “illegal” immigration from Mexico and the South; and a re- 
newed pressure for immigration quotas, to maintain the cultural balance that 
was, in the eyes of hard-line Cold Warriors, so precious to national security. 

Truman struggled mightily with a reluctant Congress to argue for the ad- 
mission of greater numbers of refugees, as well as the lifting of restrictions 
admitting refugees based on their national origins and religious faith. Sign- 
ing the Displaced Persons Act of 1948, he excoriated the legislature: “The 
bad points of the bill are numerous. Together they form a pattern of dis- 
crimination and intolerance wholly inconsistent with the American sense of 
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justice.” Along with a coalition of church and ethnic groups, Truman worked 
to found and support the International Relief Organization. He made reform 
of the flawed Displaced Persons Act a priority, emphasizing that many refu- 
gees were fleeing Iron Curtain regimes. In 1950, Truman signed an amend- 
ment to the 1948 act, approving a larger number of refugee admissions, as 
well as “correcting the discrimination inherent in the previous act.”?? 

‘Truman described himself as a humanist, concerned with freedom rather 
than national origins, race, or religion. Speaking to a group of refugees in 1952, 
he asserted: “I am not an ancestor hunter. I am a man who believes in doing 
things today that will make the world a better place to live in.” Yet in his 
struggle to liberalize refugee admissions, Truman focused almost entirely on 
European refugees and immigrants, emphasizing in particular the “problems 
of these fugitives from Soviet terror.” As historian Matthew Frye Jacobson 
points out, Truman’s advocacy of equality among Europeans was consonant 
with the processes of racial and ethnic formation in the postwar period. 
Whereas distinctions among Europeans had been important to previous racial 
thinking, postwar racial ideology tended to recognize distinctions based on 
the color line between black and white.” Like many of those favoring liber- 
alized admissions of refugees and immigrants in this period, Truman ex- 
pected that Europeans fleeing Communism would make ideal U.S. citizens. 
There was no racial division between them and the American people, and 
their status as refugees from totalitarian governments would enable them to 
assimilate into democratic life easily and gratefully. 

In the postwar period, national origins were perceived less as a racial and 
more as an ethnic matter. This shift was of great consequence to many groups, 
such as Italians and Jews, previously not considered entirely white and, 
hence, not American. Historian David Roediger has called these groups the 
“not-yet-white ethnics.” As a humanist, Truman campaigned against anti- 
Semitism and anti-Catholicism. At the National Cemetery at Arlington, he 
commented: “No American knows, no real American cares, whether that 
man was a Catholic, a Jew, or a Protestant, or what his origin and color were. 
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That grave—the grave of the Unknown Soldier—symbolizes our faith in 
unity.”22 

But this unity broke down when Truman confronted barriers against im- 
migrants still perceived to be racially distinct from white Americans. This 
contradiction is exemplified in his implementation of the Bracero Program, 
which brought braceros, or “hired hands,” into the U.S. from Mexico, starting 
in 1942. Reflecting steady pressure from agricultural regions, where labor short- 
ages were impeding production and driving wages up, Truman supported the 
importation of Mexican workers at the same time he proclaimed the need to 
deal with “the pressing problem of illegal immigration.” Much like nine- 
teenth-century ideas of the Chinese as temporary contract laborers, the Bra- 
cero Program assumed that Mexican workers could contribute to the national 
economy but were unassimilable into the national culture. If these workers 
overstayed their work permits, or attempted to bring family members across 
the border, they became “illegal immigrants.” These “illegal immigrants,” in 
turn, were responsible for eroding living conditions for real Americans: “The 
standards of living and job opportunities of American farm workers are under 
constant downward pressure. Thousands of our own citizens, particularly 
those of Latin descent, are displaced from employment or forced to work under 
substandard conditions because of the competition of illegal immigrants.” 

Truman advocated a few different solutions to the concurrent shortage of 
agricultural workers. (Despite the alleged loss of jobs caused by the “crisis” of 
“illegal immigration,” even restrictionists like Patrick McCarran were 
authoring exceptions to allow for the importation of workers to their constit- 
uencies. In McCarran’s case, this meant a special clause in the 1952 Immi- 
gration and Nationality Act allowing for the immigration of Basque shepherds 
to Nevada.) First, Truman saw an expansion of immigration from Europe as 
being able to provide the agricultural workers necessary to the national econ- 
omy. Second, he encouraged the Department of Labor to help “improve the 
utilization of our own citizens in the farm labor force, and reduce to a mini- 
mum our dependence on foreign sources.”*4 Finally, consistent with federal 
policy into the twenty-first century, he proposed making the Immigration 
and Naturalization Service more efficient, beefing up border patrols, and 
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encouraging employers not to hire undocumented workers through sanctions 
against them. Nowhere did he recommend giving agricultural laborers the 
rights of collective bargaining granted to other workers in 1935. 

Unlike European immigrants and refugees, then, Mexican immigrants 
were, in the eyes of Cold War immigration policy, unassimilable. The Bracero 
Program made national dependence on Mexican labor a feature of the econ- 
omy until immigration law was reformed to allow for dramatic increases of 
legal immigration from the Western Hemisphere, Africa, and Asia. But cru- 
cial as these workers were to the functioning of agriculture, their presence 
was not welcome under the Cold War order. Unlike Europeans, who were 
seen as political refugees coming to the United States to seek democratic 
freedoms, Mexicans coming across the border were deemed mere “economic” 
migrants, drawn only by the lure of the dollar. Ironically, the Immigration 
and Nationality Act of 1952, also known as the McCarran-Walter Act, which 
Truman had strenuously opposed and twice vetoed, made this distinction be- 
tween economic and political migrants a permanent feature of federal policy. 

Here again, Truman was very much compelled by the imperial moment: 
the entwining of federal policies on immigration and ethnicity with the in- 
ternational exigencies of the Cold War. He vociferously opposed the changes 
embodied by McCarran-Walter, in particular the renewing of very limited 
national-origin quotas for the admission of immigrants. He exclaimed: “To- 
day we are ‘protecting’ ourselves, as we were in 1924, against being flooded by 
immigrants from Eastern Europe. This is fantastic. . .. We do not need to be 
protected against immigrants from these countries.”*> Truman also objected 
to the scrutiny the legislation provided of immigrant loyalties, the ability to 
strip citizenship from native-born Americans holding dual citizenship as 
well as those in violation of a wide range of laws, and the possibility of de- 
portation of resident aliens. Like Ashcroft-era immigration and civil liberties 
legislation, McCarran-Walter provided little in the way of judicial, or even 
executive, review. 

Both Truman and his congressional opponents advocated the extension of 
naturalization to Asians. The abolition of long-standing impediments to 
Asian naturalization was a component of the international Cold War order, 
as Truman explained in 1950: “At a time when the United Nations Forces are 
fighting gallantly to uphold the principles of freedom and democracy in 
Korea, it would be unworthy of our tradition if we continue now to deny the 
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right of citizenship to American residents of Asian origin.”26 What Truman 
objected to in the legislation that eventually passed Congress, overriding his 
vetoes, were the small numbers for admission of Asians, as well as the ten- 
dency of the legislation, as written, to ancestor hunt. The admission of any 
person of Asian descent, from anywhere in the world, was charged against 
the tiny quotas for Asian countries. Truman saw this as unfair and possibly 
offensive to crucial U.S. allies on the Pacific Rim. 

Truman’s position on immigration in some ways anticipated the transition 
from a policy based on national origin to the one focusing on work prefer- 
ence and family unification implemented in 1965, a year after the end of the 
Bracero Program. In other ways, however, his position was consistent with 
the Cold War racial order proposed by his adversaries in Congress. His over- 
riding concern for immigrants fleeing Communism and his awareness of im- 
migration as foreign policy were very consistent with the legislation that 
eventually passed as the McCarran-Walter Act. 

Truman-era immigration policy was part of a general transition from the 
racialized national-origin quotas of 1924 and 1952 to the civil rights— 
inspired Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965. This “liberalization” of 
immigration policy, including the gradual abolition of Asian exclusion and 
the transition from national-origin quotas to family unity and work prefer- 
ences, was as much a component of the Cold War order of U.S. imperialism 
as it was of the civil rights—inspired moment. During this period, immigra- 
tion policy screened new immigrants for their assimilability and whether 
they deserved admission to democracy. In addition, immigration policy, like 
federal Indian policy, sought to administer the “conjugal relations” of empire, 
bringing a select few Asian immigrants from new allies in the Pacific Rim 
into the nation, thus promoting an ideology of democratic inclusion. While 
Truman consistently opposed the scourge of national-origin quotas, his gen- 
eral position on immigration supported the needs of his time. 


IV. Conclusion 


As historian Nikhil Singh has observed, the Cold War also occasioned a 
culture war.?” Truman and his advisers, the architects of national security pol- 
icy, worked from an assumption that they were fighting in the international 
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arena to defend everything America stood for in the “all-embracing struggle” 
between democracy and totalitarianism. The distinction between these two 
forms of state was, of necessity, a cultural one that was easily mobilized to de- 
termine domestic policy and to script a national identity premised, in large 
part, on social inequality. 

While Truman was concerned with equal rights, the dawning interna- 
tional order, as his Farewell Address demonstrated, weighed much more 
heavily on him. As the United States consolidated its position as leader of the 
free world, Truman pursued the abundant opportunities for international po- 
litical and economic power. Just as the Truman Doctrine was foundational to 
the Cold War international order, the implications of it for public policy re- 
garding immigration and ethnicity within the nation were also large. At this 
imperial moment in history, international and domestic policies on citizen- 
ship, democracy, and rights were deeply entwined. 
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A Legacy in Concrete 


The Truman Presidency Transforms 
America’s Environment 





Karl Brooks 





As he bade them farewell in January 1953, President Harry S. Truman 
told the American people the essence of his job was “to make decisions—big 
ones and small ones.” In eight postwar years, Truman and his appointees 
made big and small decisions about using nature, in America and across the 
globe, to meet human demands. So consequential was the combined effect of 
his actions that we inhabit a disordered natural world today. During his pres- 
idency, federal agencies rerouted rivers, laid low forests, and killed animals by 
the millions, fish by the billions, and insects in quantities beyond reckoning. 
His decisions encouraged the application of chemicals and the explosion of 
weapons with biological and ecological consequences still unknown today. 

Not only did the Truman administration disorder the natural world during 
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its years in power, the president’s decisions also constrained those, both big 
and small, which his successors had to make during the next two decades. A 
proper appreciation of Truman’s impact on nature thus requires consideration 
of choices made and forgone during his presidency as well as those denied us 
today. 

The Truman presidency transformed American nature. Part of its envi- 
ronmental legacy endures, a visible heritage of concrete and steel throughout 
the nation: McNary and Oahe Dams blocking the Columbia and Missouri 
Rivers, the Central-South Florida Conservation Project choking the Ever- 
glades, suburbs sprawling miles into Kansas City’s hinterland. Proving less 
durable, however, were the concepts his administration tried to implant within 
the American legal system. Laws empowering federal agencies to alter eco- 
systems, almost at will, actually stimulated two decades of popular protest 
and legal innovation to limit government’s power. Frustrated, even horrified, 
by the scale and speed of nature’s manipulation, citizens provoked political 
reform that triggered a revolution in legal thought. By the early 1970s, the 
environmental movement was dismantling the legal edifice that subjected 
nature to federal authority. Disassembling the postwar concrete and steel, 
though, remains beyond our capacity even if we desired to do so. 

Truman’s environmental heritage thus presents a double-sided aspect. Per- 
manent ecosystem disruptions matched profound shifts in American thought 
caused by those very disruptions. With the tenacity of a Missouri mule, Tru- 
man hauled New Deal models for controlling nature into the postwar era. He 
stubbornly ignored mounting evidence about environmental damage caused 
by the New Deal and World War II. By defending the “destiny of free men” 
with armed might and ceaseless economic growth, he suppressed criticism 
about the environmental consequences of Cold War militarization and pell- 
mell prosperity. Nevertheless, by extending the welfare state and national- 
security establishment, his presidency ultimately compelled Americans to 
consider the catastrophic ecological impacts of federal natural-resources pol- 
icy. His presidency wreaked profound damage on the earth but ignited the 
constructive creativity that finally forced a reckoning of the costs. His years 
in power thus fashioned an environmental legacy in American life as impor- 
tant as those his presidency bequeathed to global politics and civil rights. 
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This assessment of the Truman presidency’s effect on our earth’s history 
begins at the apex of his power and popularity. His characteristic words and 
deeds illuminate personal convictions and political calculations that shaped 
his environmental legacy. 

An excited crowd of thirty-five hundred buzzed in anticipation on May 
10, 1950. Two bright yellow Union Pacific engines were gently nudging 
backward three great dark-green passenger cars and one Union Pacific bag- 
gage car. Bunting draped the rear platform of the last car, the Ferdinand 
Magellan, above a large ceramic Great Seal of the United States. The car 
touched the hognose barrier at the siding’s end, and the train stopped. A 
massed band of high school students and military reservists struck up “Here 
We Have Idaho,” the state song, and then swung into a patriotic medley. In 
just minutes, they would blare “Ruffles and Flourishes,” followed somewhat 
uncertainly by “Hail to the Chief.” Five years into his presidency, Harry S. 
Truman strode to the Magellan’s microphone. As he had at other stops on 
this “nonpolitical” journey across the West, he intended to tell the trackside 
audience in Boise, Idaho, that relentless pursuit of economic security and 
world power required further disordering of the natural world. 

Brisk wind rolled south down the forest-fringed mountains above town, 
snapping dozens of American and Idaho flags that encircled the graceful 
Spanish Revival Union Pacific depot. Late-morning sunshine, bright with 
the promise of spring in the northern Rockies, splashed the little capital city. 
Spectators gazing north from the depot saw the tree-lined Boise River slid- 
ing through the city halfway between the depot and the state capitol. Its 
banks still braided with cottonwoods, the Boise curled out of the mountains 
onto its last reach. It would run nearly fifty miles due west across what was 
once sagebrush-speckled high desert before reaching the Snake River, the 
largest tributary of the West’s biggest waterway, the Columbia. From atop 
the high bench of land crowned by the depot, observers who glanced north- 
ward, away from the pageant unfolding on the siding, could plainly see the 
statehouse dome glistening gray below the tan foothills of the Boise Front. 
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A few drifts of snow still mantled Shaffer Butte and Deer Point five thou- 
sand feet above the city. As they melted, their runoff mingled with snowmelt 
tumbling down the four hundred and fifty miles of granite peaks that formed 
the west slope of the Continental Divide. These mountains, ranging north 
from Boise to the Canadian border, defined the eastern boundary of the 
Snake-Columbia Basin. Its waters nursed the world’s largest anadromous 
(migratory) fishery, birthplace of the salmon and steelhead trout that had 
been coursing between the Divide and the Pacific for ten millennia. These 
same waters, pooled behind dams great and small, also irrigated thousands of 
acres of crops in Idaho, Oregon, and Washington: alfalfa hay that fed beef 
and dairy cattle, sugar beets and potatoes that had fueled Allied armed forces 
in World War II, fruit trees and honeybees. And from these same waters, 
spun through turbines encased in the same dams that governed the irrigation 
supply, flowed the world’s greatest concentration of hydroelectricity.* 

In addition to thousands of Boiseans who came to see and hear President 
‘Truman, hundreds traveled from small farm towns downstream. Their rural 
landscape, which proud boosters called the “Treasure Valley,” depended ut- 
terly on irrigation projects built by the federal government.> In the biggest 
city between Salt Lake City, Utah, and Portland, Oregon—a nerve center for 
federal irrigation, forestry, and dam-building efforts across the Snake Basin 
since Progressive and New Deal days—President Truman outlined his plans 
for exploiting the Northwest’s water and land for its people’s material pros- 
perity. 

Truman intended his Boise speech—like others in Twin Falls, Idaho; Baker, 
Oregon; and Pasco and Seattle, Washington—to mobilize opinion behind a 
federal direction of comprehensive, intensive water use. He had carried Idaho 
and Washington in the 1948 presidential election, won nine other western 
states, and nearly broken the century-old Republican hammerlock on Ore- 
gon. Northwestern congressional Democrats, liberals from the industrial Mid- 
west and Northeast, the biggest trade unions, and farm groups rooted in the 
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Populist legacy all favored Truman’s ambitious natural-resources program. A 
dedicated partisan, who believed he understood the American majority's 
craving for economic security, Truman sought to rally his victorious coalition 
behind his commitment to cheap public hydroelectric power. As his great 
idol, Franklin Roosevelt, had done so thoroughly during the New Deal and 
war, the president wanted his own stamp on aggressive federal exploitation of 
nature. He belittled opponents who doubted the wisdom of spending federal 
money to extend the national direction of resource use as selfish corporate 
apologists and obstructionist Republicans.° 

The 1950 congressional elections, barely six months off, shaped the trip’s 
itinerary. In two weeks of hard traveling, Truman crisscrossed the High Plains, 
Intermountain West, and Pacific Northwest. Nature in these regions now re- 
flected the unprecedented exertion of federal power that today remains the 
New Deal’s most durable heritage. Truman explicitly tied his liberal postwar 
agenda, dubbed the Fair Deal, to FDR’s vision of planned development of 
nature for human betterment. Federal agency strategists in the Northwest, 
like their counterparts from the Missouri and Colorado Basins to South Flor- 
ida, envisioned using money and technology to remodel economies and soci- 
eties.’ As the president told the Boise crowd, “We have done a great deal of 
good pioneering work in resource development, but we need more power 
dams to develop mineral resources, and to bring cheap power to all the com- 
munities of this area.”® 

Back in Washington, the Eighty-first Congress, elected along with Tru- 
man in 1948, had approved a water-management strategy breathtaking in 
scope and size. The most Democratic Congress since the New Deal’s heyday 
in 1935-1936 passed a Rivers and Harbors Act authorizing nearly all new 
dams and irrigation projects the president had sought since his first State of 
the Union Address in 1946. In all, Congress committed the nation to spending 
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a record $1.5 billion to build more than one hundred and fifty new water 
projects across the country. Parceled between the Army Corps of Engineers 
and the Interior Department’s Bureau of Reclamation, the water-control 
blueprint envisioned decades of earthmoving to serve the president’s goals of 
power generation, flood control, and irrigation of desert lands.” 

While generally satisfied with Congress’s work, Truman expressed pique 
that disputes between the Army Engineers and the Reclamation Bureau 
were impeding authorization of what would have been the world’s largest hy- 
droelectric dam, Hells Canyon High Dam on the Snake River between 
Idaho and Oregon, some seventy-five miles northwest of Boise. The High 
Dam would have funded a massive desert irrigation scheme to re-create in 
the Boise-Snake Basin a postwar version of the New Deal’s Grand Coulee 
Project.!° Bold and costly, Hells Canyon and the Mountain Home Project 
demonstrated “the kind of comprehensive planning and action that is re- 
quired if we are to conserve, develop and use our natural resources so that 
they will be increasingly useful to us as the years go by,” the president pro- 
claimed. He vowed to press Congress again to authorize them in his fiscal 
1952 budget.!! 

The nation was marking the fifth anniversary of VE-Day, so FDR’s suc- 
cessor hailed the New Deal’s great dams in the Columbia, Colorado, and 
Tennessee Basins as powerful patriotic symbols. He reminded listeners of re- 
cent sacrifice and triumph, exhorting them to new endeavors necessary to de- 
fend American values in the Cold War. “I want to say to you,” Truman told 
the Boise audience, “that if we hadn't had the power projects in the Tennessee 
Valley, if we hadn't had the Bonneville and Grand Coulee Dams and the 
other power projects, it would have taken us much longer to win the war. . . . 
Now I want to see a Northwest power development. . . . I want to say to you 
that if we get that done, nothing in the world can prevent this country from 
accomplishing its purpose. It will mean an economic development that will 
keep us the most powerful nation in the world.” Americans by 1950 had 
grown accustomed to their president linking nature’s subjugation to 
Communism’s defeat. “This is what I want you to understand,” Truman con- 
cluded, “that I am working for world peace on a basis that will make our eco- 
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nomic setup the greatest in the history of the world, as it is right now. I want 
to keep it that way. I want to keep on developing it.” 

Later that afternoon, trackside in Baker, Oregon, the president insisted 
“there must be continued development of the natural resources of the North- 
west” if the region was to “keep right on growing.” Big federal dams like High 
Hells Canyon, driving vast federal reclamation systems like the Mountain 
Home Project, promised “full, unified and coordinated development of the 
rich natural resources of the Northwest.” The High Dam “will add close to a 
million kilowatts of power to this section of the country. It will help control 
flood waters, it will help bring a higher standard of living to this entire re- 
gion.” Across the Columbia, in Pasco, Washington, the next day, Truman ac- 
cused his foes of small thinking and pinched vision. “They do not understand 
the greatness of our goals. They fear some impairment of their selfish inter- 
ests.”13 

Sweeping rhetoric befitted the time and place of Truman’s characteristic 
defense of federal mastery over nature. From the Continental Divide to the 
Pacific Coast, between 1933 and 1945, government actions to combat the 
Depression and wage war had fashioned something resembling an irrigation 
and hydroelectric empire.'4 Northwestern land and water, the teeming non- 
human life they supported, and the people living beside them all depended 
on federal law and policy for their fate. And the Northwest was not unique. 
During the fifteen years before 1950 the national government had redirected 
natural forces and rearranged earth’s landscape first to revive the economy 
and then to win the war.!> As a United States senator from 1935 to 1945 and 
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then as Franklin D. Roosevelt’s vice president, Harry Truman had enthusias- 
tically endorsed federal exertion of power over nature.'® 

The question of how to use federal power over water, land, and life in- 
spired and divided Americans in the decade following World War II. What 
the federal government ultimately did during the Truman presidency, from 
1945 to 1953, shaped for another half century the places where fish, animals, 
and people lived. In the Columbia and Snake Basins, and in other great river 
basins—the Mississippi, Tennessee, and Colorado—the Truman years cast a 
legacy in concrete. Around America’s cities, sprawling suburbs stitched to- 
gether by asphalt reflected the president’s drive to secure economic opportu- 
nity for ordinary people. From Los Angeles to Philadelphia, polluted skies, 
poisoned waters, and toxic dump sites testified to the president’s passion for 
undergirding Cold War military power with postwar economic abundance.’” 

From the first summer he took office, Truman aggressively deployed fed- 
eral power against natural systems. He imagined nature as both an untapped 
warehouse of useful products and an unruly menace. In whatever guise, na- 
ture needed a strong hand guided by human skill and knowledge to manage, 
control, harness, and tame it. His passion for prosperity and security, height- 
ened by fears that peacetime reconversion would trigger another depression, 
mobilized the federal government’s campaign to remodel nature. After Japan 
surrendered, the new president presented Congress in September 1945 with 
a comprehensive plan to “reestablish an expanded peacetime industry, trade, 
and agriculture, and to do it as quickly as possible.” Recalling the New Deal’s 
objective of planned development to maximize the economic potential of 
natural resources, President Truman linked a time-honored American dream— 
conquering a frontier—with a modern technique, “conservation and develop- 
ment... according to an intelligent and coordinated design.” Only national 
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efforts, directed by comprehensive river-basin plans, could “harness the wa- 
ters of our great rivers so that they may become vehicles of commerce, benef- 
icent producers of cheap electrical power, and servants of the nation instead 
of instruments of destruction.”!® 

Truman's first State of the Union message in January 1946 urged Congress 
to unleash weapons that had won the war—technology, management exper- 
tise, and the federal purse—on water- and land-development projects in- 
tended to secure the peace. He had been president for little more than a year 
when, in the summer of 1946, he gladly signed legislation authorizing con- 
struction of nearly two billion dollars worth of new federal dams, locks, and 
irrigation canals.!? 

New interventions into natural systems aroused some citizens and scien- 
tists to challenge the president’s insistence that even more needed to be done. 
Doubts surfaced about damming rivers and draining wetlands. A new, more 
activist national conservation movement signaled an upwelling current of 
dissent in the immediate postwar years. Conservationists, backed by state and 
federal government scientists, urged Americans to appreciate rivers and wet- 
lands as complex, vibrant biotic systems instead of mere pollution sinks, 
transport corridors, or power sources. Conditioned by depression and war to 
think mainly about national strengths, conservationists began stretching cus- 
tomary definitions of “natural resources” to argue that water’s quality, as well 
as its quantity, measured national prosperity. 

In the summer of 1945, the influential chair of the House of Representa- 
tives Select Committee on Wildlife Conservation, Democrat A. Willis Rob- 
ertson of Virginia, had launched yearlong, broad-ranging hearings into the 
state of America’s environment. Biologists from federal and state agencies, 
wildlife managers, and outdoor sports activists detailed the damages done to 
American ecosystems by fifteen years of economic pump priming and war 
production. Worried, often passionate, critics detailed the impacts of war and 
economic stimulus on waters, forests, and wildlife.?° 

Outside Washington, conservationists contended that peace and victory 
gave the nation breathing room to consider both past mistakes and future 
opportunities to safeguard environmental values. The editor of Missouri’s 
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state conservation magazine, Charles H. Callison, wrote in autumn 1945 
that “nothing strips a man’s thinking down to fundamentals like fighting a 
war.” He detected Americans starting “a drastic reappraisal of values which 
should point the way toward more intelligent living and, therefore, a stronger 
democracy.” Foremost in this calculus was “a new conception of the function 
of wildlife in a modern civilization.” “Millions of people who live and work in 
the complex society of modern America,” Callison believed, saw “wild crea- 
tures and the environment in which they live [as] essential to the very health 
and morale of the nation.”! 

The House Conservation Committee and National Research Council 
published in January 1946 a study of peacetime priorities for restoring dam- 
aged ecosystems and preventing further losses. Some Wildlife Jobs Awaiting 
Attention argued that “the improved standards of living, the augmented secu- 
rity we all crave, are dependent on the proper rehabilitation and management 
of our basic natural resources.” “Most leaders in high places, whether in the 
Army, Navy, or civil government, show little appreciation of these problems,” 
the study asserted. Therefore, “prompt and drastic change . . . should be the 
responsibility of each informed and interested citizen, and especially of sci- 
entific and conservation organizations, [to] bring the national and local 
needs in the field to the attention of lawmakers.” 

The previous autumn, Sports Afield, one of the country’s three big out- 
door-recreation magazines, had editorialized about “the crisis” Truman’s 
water-construction plans posed to wildlife habitat. Michael Hudoba, the 
magazine’s capital correspondent, privately pleaded for the president to “calm 
the trepidation in the minds of sportsmen who are concerned about this pro- 
gram in various river basins.” He suggested issuing a presidential statement 
“of assurance that fish and wildlife resources would not be overlooked or 
needlessly destroyed in water-use programs as developed and administered 
by federal construction agencies, and if destroyed to be replaced if possible.” 
Truman blandly replied that “there can be no objection to the viewpoint that 
the development of river basins should not impair the existing values and re- 
sources, including fish and wildlife, where it is humanly possible to avoid 
such impairment.” That same week, on Interior Secretary Harold Ickes’s ad- 
vice, the president provided quite a different “statement of assurance,” telling 
the National Reclamation Association “you should think of the Federal Gov- 


21. Charles H. Callison, “The Real Value of Wildlife,” Missouri Conservationist 6 (No- 
vember 1945): 4, 10-11. 
22. Reprinted in Hearings under H. Res. 75, 112-23. 


A Legacy in Concrete 309 


ernment as your strong right arm doing for you collectively what none can do 
for himself alone.” 

Congress’s aggressive response in 1946 to the president’s call for intensi- 
fied federal water control alarmed conservationists. Reviewing legislation 
passed by the Seventy-ninth Congress, the House Select Committee on Wild- 
life Conservation in early 1947 warned that “over 600 reservoir projects alone 
have been proposed for construction by the Federal Government [that] will 
have important effects on the fish and wildlife resources of the Nation.” 
With too little yet known about the environmental damage already caused by 
federal projects between 1933 and 1945, “your committee cannot stress too 
strongly that the fish and game resources of this country will be facing criti- 
cal times in the years immediately ahead.”™4 

Conservationists in and out of government echoed the House committee’s 
concern about the accelerating pace of federal intervention into natural sys- 
tems. The director of the Missouri Conservation Department, I. T. Bode, 
warned his state’s anglers and hunters in autumn 1945 that New Deal and 
war-mobilization water projects had reduced ecological values to “an after- 
thought, giving to these the crumbs that are left if public indignation forces 
the issue.” Despite apparently persuasive cost-benefit calculations favoring 
new dams, “we think there has been much distorted conclusion with regard to 
the benefits to be derived.” Just days after the Seventy-ninth Congress sent 
its water-project bills to the White House for Truman’s signature, the execu- 
tive director of the Izaak Walton League, Kenneth Reid, called the Army 
Engineers and Reclamation Bureau “a swarm of locusts scouring the country 
trying to find every possible site for a dam.” He warned a Senate committee in 
July 1946, “All over the country the destruction is going to be terrific... . I 
just want to put in a word of warning here. Unless we do something to curb 
the unbridled dam-building proclivities of two of our Government agencies, 
you are going to destroy the salmon runs on the Pacific Coast.”*° 
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In late 1946, the United States Fish and Wildlife Service’s Portland, 
Oregon, office and the Oregon Fish Commission both concluded that new 
dams on northwestern rivers “would literally destroy the valuable Columbia 
River salmon fishery.” Oregon's chief fishery manager advised his state 
“that we are witnessing the most crucial period in the history of our fish- 
eries.” Should Truman and the Congress decide to fund five new dams on 
the Columbia and Snake, “complete development of those plans... can 
only lead to the virtual extinction of our great fishery resources, particularly 
the salmon.”?” 

Between 1947 and 1950, the Truman administration ignored conserva- 
tionists’ criticism. The president had grounds for ordering federal agencies 
to accelerate research into fish losses and water pollution. He might have 
encouraged local citizens and state-agency managers to challenge federal 
engineers and planners.”® Yet the president drove water-management pol- 
icy further along directions he had outlined since 1945. The Reclamation 
Bureau and Army Engineers filled shelves with reports and studies ex- 
tolling the virtues of comprehensive river development under federal direc- 
tion. A special presidential message to Congress in July 1947 declared, 
“The major opportunity of our generation to increase the wealth of the na- 
tion lies in the development of our great river systems.” The State of the 
Union and Economic Report of 1948 proposed “multiple-purpose dams on 
our great rivers—not only to reclaim land, but also to prevent floods, to ex- 
tend our inland waterways, and provide hydroelectric power.””? A special 
presidential Water Resources Policy Commission released in 1950 a three- 
volume study dedicated to the proposition that the main task of the federal 
government was accelerating the pace of dam-building and desert irriga- 
tion. Dale E. Nimz has found that natural resources development provided 
the president with one of his most popular, and ultimately effective, cam- 
paign slogans in the dramatic 1948 presidential election. “This repeated 
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theme,” Nimz concludes, “helped him carry ten out of eleven western states 
and win the presidency.”°° 

A shrewd and opportunistic campaigner, the president several times be- 
tween 1947 and 1951 hurried to flood-damaged regions to reaffirm his com- 
mitment to “harnessing” and “taming” rivers. After Mississippi River floods 
in 1947 and again in 1948, when Columbia Basin floods drowned more than 
fifty Oregonians, the White House capitalized on regional trauma. To press 
his case for more federal spending on multipurpose water projects that would 
safeguard lives and property while fueling continued economic growth, the 
president blamed floods on undammed, unplanned watersheds. In Portland, 
Oregon, he linked New Deal power dams, wartime triumph, and Fair Deal 
economic policy: “I hope we can pass a program under which these disastrous 
floods will never happen again... . There is a plan for a Columbia river de- 
velopment program and I hope to see it outlined and completed. Had it not 
been for the immense power dams on the river, it would have been much 
more difficult for us to win the last war.” He accused congressional Repub- 
licans of letting citizens suffer from floods because of their misguided sup- 
port for smaller private dams. “Had we had some of these projects which 
have been pending for several years,” he claimed in Pocatello, Idaho, in the 
spring of 1948, “we might to some extent have alleviated the Columbia flood 
which caused so much damage.”?! Nimz found that Truman “used the public 
reaction to the 1951 Kansas River flood disaster to unify support for 
building, first, Tuttle Creek [Dam], and then the entire system of multiple- 
purpose dams and reservoirs in the Missouri River Basin. . . . Truman’s de- 
termination led to the construction of a water infrastructure that prepared 
the region for modern development.”*4 

One feature of modern development triggered environmental changes as 
multiform and intractable as any in the twentieth century, the postwar prolif- 
eration of suburbs. America today is a distinctively suburban nation. While 
Americans since the mid-nineteenth century had been relocating their resi- 
dences outside central cities, between 1945 and 1960 the outward flow be- 
came a torrent. Kenneth T. Jackson, the preeminent historian of the suburban 
experience, located the impulse for suburbs in a complex blend of cultural 
values, economic advantages, and government policies. During the Truman 
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presidency, federal policy subsidized suburbanization. Postwar suburbs grew 
so quickly after 1945 because the federal government encouraged citizens to 
buy homes, underwrote the easy credit needed to finance the purchases, facil- 
itated provision of the cheap energy required to fuel expansion, and helped 
state and local governments build the highways essential to speed the depop- 
ulation of city cores.*9 

Kansas City, home to Harry Truman nearly all his life, changed its shape 
as much as any other metropolitan area. Of course, the president did not 
himself cause suburbanization there or in any other city. In many ways, in 
and out of office, he remained a proud booster of rural small towns and the 
Kansas City of his young manhood. Nevertheless, policies he promoted and 
executed while president forever shattered old categories marking rural from 
urban. He applauded the very forces—prosperity, mobility, opportunity— 
that did so much to obliterate the Kansas City that had shaped his life.>4 

During his presidency, Kansas City’s municipal area nearly doubled, yet its 
population remained roughly the same. Within two decades after he left of- 
fice, the city would double in area again, but within its postwar boundaries 
population had actually declined. By 1963, Kansas City was the third largest 
American city in terms of geographic size with only the twenty-sixth largest 
population. And a startling, ominous demographic trend had become appar- 
ent: almost one hundred thousand fewer white people lived within the old 
boundaries in 1970 than in 1960. The Kansas City metropolitan area had bi- 
furcated, like so many other great American urban complexes between 1945 
and 1970. New houses and inhabitants poured into the suburbs, which were 
now overwhelmingly white, while African Americans increasingly lived in 
the center city, where jobs, new housing, and private investment were all with- 
ering. 

Suburbanization happened in the decade after World War II because 
American prosperity and national values encouraged citizens to leave farms 
and small rural towns as well as central cities. Their mass migration to the 
suburbs ultimately transformed the shape of every American metropolitan 
area. Far more people settled into suburban residential neighborhoods be- 
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tween 1945 and 1955 than migrated overland across the Oregon and Cali- 
fornia Trails between 1845 and 1865. Federal housing, transportation, veter- 
ans, and educational policies during the Truman administration encouraged 
suburbanization. By housing these migrating millions in areas that had pre- 
viously been agricultural, land developers and home builders “were free to 
cause a variety of environmental problems,” according to Adam Rome’s his- 
tory of America’s postwar suburban transformation. “The construction of 
tract-house subdivisions after World War II changed the nature of millions 
of acres of land,” Rome found. Builders polluted surface water and ground- 
water with septic tanks. They leveled hills, filled wetlands, and packed flood- 
plains with houses, stores, and parking lots. They cleared vegetation from 
millions of acres, altering and often destroying wildlife habitat. And to heat 
and cool suburban single-family homes, they installed inefficient furnaces 
and air-conditioners within structures only minimally insulated, requiring 
generation of far more electricity and the burning of tons of coal.*° 

A quarter century after the suburban exodus began, a presidential com- 
mission on population concluded in 1972, “During the rapid expansion of 
suburban areas since World War II, we failed to plan for anticipated growth; 
instead, we allowed it to spread at will... . Without proper efforts to plan 
where and how future urban growth should occur, and without strong gov- 
ernmental leadership to implement the plans, the problems of sprawl, con- 
gestion, inadequate open space, and environmental deterioration will grow at 
an ever-increasing scale.”>” 

Federal lending and housing policies, endorsed by President Truman to 
house returning veterans and relocated war workers and to stimulate contin- 
ued national economic expansion, fueled staggering rates of suburban home 
building after 1945. By the 1950s, suburban expansion consumed more than 
a million acres per year—a territory larger than Rhode Island. Between 1950 
and 1959, builders erected more than fifteen million homes, most located at 
the edges of cities. Between 1940 and 1949, about seven million new homes 
had been built, nearly all after 1945. By contrast, during the 1930s, builders 
completed barely two million new homes. A decade after the war had ended, 
60 percent of Americans owned their homes. In 1930, the figure was about 
40 percent.°® 

Land use in the new suburbs was, of course, primarily a matter of local 
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politics and policy. Yet local and state governments were essentially manag- 
ing a land rush caused by federal actions, coping at the grass roots with na- 
tional policies enforced by presidential and congressional choices. In the 
aftermath of World War II, the Truman administration decided to both solve 
the shortage of housing and allay fears of a new economic depression by en- 
couraging suburban home building and the road building that supported it. 
“The federal government,” Rome argues, “had played a key role in the hous- 
ing revolution” that ignited a record number of home starts in the late 1940s. 
In 1949, builders finished more than one million new homes for the first time 
in American history. The next year, two million went up. Fueling the surge in 
home building were federal grants and loan guarantees to mass-production 
builders, such as William Levitt; cheap mortgage insurance to stimulate bor- 
rowing; and inexpensive credit targeted to demobilized veterans.*? 

Optimistic, hopeful suburbanites moved into their new homes under a 
cloud of nuclear anxiety. President Truman’s contributions to the prolifera- 
tion of nuclear weapons are beyond the scope of this essay. Undoubtedly, 
though, his presidency’s pursuit of nuclear supremacy during the Cold War 
made the natural world a different, more forbidding place after 1953. Weap- 
ons production and testing during the postwar years led the government to 
sacrifice both human health and environmental quality. Even today, the ex- 
tent of pollution attributable to military activities during the Cold War is un- 
known.*? At just one nuclear-weapons research and production facility, the 
Hanford site in southeastern Washington State, more than two hundred bil- 
lion gallons of waste were discharged into the air, water, and land between 
1945 and 1985. Bordering the Columbia River, Hanford is, by all definitions, 
the most heavily contaminated of all the nuclear weapons sites scattered 
coast to coast. On this one small outpost of the nuclear establishment created 
by Truman Cold War strategy, covering barely more land than Jackson County, 
Missouri, and Wyandotte County, Kansas, the federal government’s “sole 
mission is now waste management and cleanup.”*! 
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The globe itself bears the scars of the Cold War. Not only Americans suf- 
fered and died because of governments’ frantic pursuit of security through 
nuclear might. Russians and Eastern Europeans, disgusted by the environ- 
mental destruction inflicted on them and their landscapes by the Soviet sys- 
tem, challenged Communist dictatorships in the late 1980s. Citizen demands 
for truth telling and environmental protection proved one of the most corro- 
sive acids that ultimately ate away Communism’s legitimacy in the former 
Eastern Bloc.” In the United States, though, people in the West may have 
paid the highest price for President Truman’s determination to build a nu- 
clear arsenal capable of protecting not only the United States but all of its 
Cold War allies as well. “The race for nuclear superiority against the Soviets 
took precedence over the safety of Americans,” concludes a recent survey of 
American history, while the “Atomic West” paid the price for preeminence 
“with serious environmental costs.”48 

In his January 1953 farewell to the nation, Truman “dream[ed] out loud 
just a little.” Any listener surprised by his “dream of the future” must have 
been sleeping during the previous eight years. As he had since taking office in 
1945, the president linked national security in a dangerous, wartorn world to 
economic security at home. In fact, although the main thrust of his Farewell 
Address dealt with foreign and military policies he had pursued to wage the 
Cold War, his other major topic was purely economic. He restated two prin- 
ciples that had shaped his natural-resources policy since becoming president: 
controlling nature with technology to serve material prosperity and guaran- 
teeing national security by stimulating permanent economic expansion. “We 
can use the peaceful tools that science has forged for us to do away with 
poverty and human misery everywhere on earth,” he urged. From the Tigris 
and Euphrates basins in the Mideast to northeast Africa to South America, 
the president imagined “developments [that] will come so fast we will not 
recognize the world in which we now live.” At home, “we... have learned 
how to attain real prosperity for our people . . . [and] all have better incomes 
and more of the good things of life than ever before in the history of the 
world.” 

The Truman era’s environmental history transformed his and our world. 
Writing the history of the postwar years requires new scrutiny of environ- 
mental changes. We need to reassess the cultural values—mastery of nature, 
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technological worship, boundless optimism—that sanctioned them. Environ- 
mental history remains a subject too little understood by Cold War era histo- 
rians. Truman surely refashioned world politics, American race relations, and 
the citizen’s relationship to the federal government. Just as profoundly, his 
decisions remade and damaged the natural systems on which all life depends. 
To attain his goals of material prosperity, national security, and global influ- 
ence, Truman’s administration commanded natural forces and resources to serve 
the single-minded cause of economic growth. A half century after he left of- 
fice, the destructive power Truman’s presidency unleashed on American na- 
ture reminds us that choices have lasting consequences. **4 

History happened to Harry Truman. A president as well as the most ordi- 
nary citizen must respond to past events that constrain options and force ac- 
tions. But we also, presidents and citizens alike, make our own history. From 
this blend of momentum and choice emerged President Truman's distinctive 
contribution to environmental history. Of great moment to the president 
were resource policies his predecessor, Franklin Roosevelt, established during 
the Great Depression and World War II. With hardly any of them did Tru- 
man disagree. As president, he persistently pursued what he believed was the 
general goal of both the New Deal and Roosevelt’s war-mobilization strat- 
egy: to put nature to work in the quest for the individual citizen’s economic 
security and the nation’s material prosperity. As the leader of the Democratic 
Party after 1945, Truman committed the majority party to his postwar ver- 
sion of FDR’s liberalism. The Fair Deal linked the principles of economic 
growth and broadly distributed prosperity to widespread, intensive develop- 
ment of natural resources. In some measure, therefore, the Truman presi- 
dency merely extended into the postwar era environmental policies at the 
core of the New Deal. Roosevelt’s political legacy thus determined Truman’s 
environmental history.** 

Like the second Roosevelt, as well as the first, Harry Truman called his 
policy “conservation.” In his hands, though, that well-worn doctrine came to 
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emphasize permanent prosperity based on planned development of nature’s 
bounty. Neglected, even denied, was conservation’s promise of limiting human 
wants according to nature’s sovereign imperatives. Theodore Roosevelt’s Pro- 
gressive conservation implied restraint, at times even commanded responsi- 
bility as the duty development owed to the future. Truman’s view of conservation, 
by contrast, reflected two epochal events unknown to the first Roosevelt: na- 
tional economic collapse and global struggle for national survival. These 
searing experiences, intensified by the Cold War anxiety he both incited and 
tried to allay, fired the president’s determination, once in power, to make na- 
ture serve human needs.*° 

Truman’ actions, between 1945 and 1953, were not all foreordained. He 
could have chosen to reexamine New Deal assumptions about comprehen- 
sive, planned exploitation of river basins. He could have encouraged the kind 
of scientific research and popular protest that were, at the postwar’s outset, 
potentially capable of infusing conservation with restraint and humility.*” As 
he challenged the southern congressional barons and courthouse politicians 
of his party on race relations, he could have stubbornly insisted that federal 
biologists’ and grassroots activists’ concerns about environmental damage de- 
served a fair hearing.*® He did none of these things, instead insisting that the 
federal government’s highest duty was to secure the nation against another 
economic collapse and new foreign adversaries. By defining the postwar’s en- 
vironmental agenda solely in terms of prosperity and security, Truman de- 
layed for two decades Americans’ reckoning with the disastrous implications 
for the earth of full employment and national defense. 

Not far from the Truman Presidential Library, the Missouri River slides 
eastward past Independence. Inhabitants of the Missouri Basin are trying to 
make sense of what the Truman administration did to their river, struggling 
often loudly and rancorously to make the Army Engineers’ and Reclamation 
Bureau’s dams serve purposes other than flood control and subsidized barge 
traffic. Half a continent east, in Florida, citizens are slowly struggling to 
undo grave damage done to the Everglades by drainage channels carved dur- 
ing Truman’s presidency. And out West, in the vast Snake-Columbia Basin, 
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biologists desperately debate economists in hopes of salvaging some pale 
remnant of the silver-bright river of fish nearly extinguished by Truman’s dams 
and locks.*? In all these places in our American landscape, we are trying to 
find our way through and around the dense, permanent bulk of the Truman 
environmental legacy. 

Like history itself, the natural world both remakes itself and is being re- 
made, a work in time and space forever undone and largely beyond human 
capacity to direct for long. Some thoughtful Americans who watched the 
Berlin Wall fall in November 1989 quite rightly reflected that, more than 
three decades earlier, Harry Truman predicted Soviet-style Communism’s 
demise at the hands of free people. Democracy in Eastern Europe is thus part 
of Truman’s legacy, a prediction foretold in his 1953 Farewell Address. Other 
thoughtful Americans gaze with barely suppressed rage at a concrete monu- 
ment still standing implacably, McNary Dam on the mid-Columbia River. 
This dam hastened the probable destruction of the world’s greatest salmon 
fishery. As much a part of Truman’s contemporary legacy as the section of 
Berlin Wall now standing in the Truman Presidential Museum, McNary poses 
a question unanswered yet: how and when shall free people, working in con- 
cert with nature’s own unquenchable power, force a reckoning with this con- 
crete symbol of the Truman presidency’s environmental history? 
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Using the Farewell Address 
to Teach the Truman Presidency 





Jeff Gall 





A Unique Historical Conference 


During the week of July 14, 2003, two worlds that rarely converse came 
together for an extraordinary conference at the Harry S. Truman Presidential 
Museum and Library in Independence, Missouri. These two worlds were the 
world of higher education and academic research and the world of secondary 
education and the day-to-day teaching of junior high and high school stu- 
dents. The conference showed conclusively that these two worlds have a great 
deal to offer one another. 

Unlike most historical conferences in which historians talk to one another, 
this conference brought together fourteen Truman scholars and thirty high 
school and junior high teachers from the Midwest. Most came from urban 
schools. The objective of Richard Kirkendall, the conference organizer, was 
to provide an experience that would be beneficial to both groups. 

I came to the conference with perhaps a unique perspective on its goals. I 
have lived in both of the worlds represented. I was a high school history teacher 
for fourteen years before becoming a history professor at Truman State Uni- 
versity, where I have taught for the last six. Both worlds have their models for 
professional growth, and over the years I have found both to be lacking. 

As a high school teacher, professional growth opportunities were offered 
under the banner of “in service.” I know very few teachers who ever found 


323 


324 Jeff Gall 


such “opportunities” very relevant or meaningful. Typically, the administra- 
tion brought in an educational “expert,” who was not from my school and who 
was not in my field, to offer suggestions on how to better reach kids. Some- 
times I picked up a new idea, but rarely were these sessions memorable. 

As a historian, I attend historical conferences where scholars read papers 
to their peers. The word read needs to be taken literally. They typically sit be- 
fore their small audience and actually read their work, often centered on top- 
ics that lack meaning or relevance to a broader audience outside the historical 
profession. This format also never struck me as particularly engaging or 
memorable. 

The conference at the Truman Library on “Harry's Farewell” improved on 
both of these models in remarkable ways by building meaningful bridges be- 
tween the worlds of academia and of public education. It began with scholars 
writing provocative, accessible papers on important, relevant topics. It con- 
tinued with talented teachers, who were all clearly committed to the young 
people they teach, focusing on how to take the issues raised in the papers into 
their classrooms. The final component of the conference, and in fact the “glue” 
that held it together, was the Truman Library’s educational staff, which made 
many of the library and museum’s resources that related to the conference 
topics available to both groups. The educational staff also worked throughout 
the week to provide “hands-on” teaching examples from the library’s web site 
(www.trumanlibrary.org) and numerous educational initiatives. In the minds 
of all who were involved, this conference provided a professional develop- 
ment opportunity that was memorable indeed. 

It was memorable because public school teachers and university scholars 
thrived on the chance to talk about historically significant topics and big 
ideas. Such topics included: Truman and his view of “the people,” the atomic 
bomb, Korea, Truman and civil rights, Truman and the economy, Truman’s 
“prophecy,” and Truman’s foreign policy. Also discussed were topics Truman 
did not broach in his farewell, such as the Red Scare, women’s rights, immi- 
gration, and the environment. Following each scholar’s presentation, a panel 
of teachers took charge of critiquing the paper and sharing teaching ideas 
they drew from the content presented. 

The scholars and teachers went even deeper into the prescribed topics by 
analyzing primary sources from the varied archives housed at the Truman 
Library. Each scholar’s paper was accompanied by artifacts or archival mate- 
rial assembled by the library’s staff. In some cases this meant a Truman diary 
entry, in others a political cartoon, or even a sound recording from a Truman 
speech. And of course the teachers had an opportunity to frequently move 
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from the conference presentations to see for themselves the rich materials on 
display in the Truman Museum. In all cases, teachers focused on how such 
sources can be used in classrooms to help students learn critical thinking 
skills (analysis and evaluation), and more important learn to “do” history for 
themselves. When students personalize history and enter the world of his- 
torical figures by reading the papers they wrote and listening to the words 
they uttered, the process of self-discovery takes history from the pages of a 
dull textbook and makes it real and engaging. 

Throughout the week, one could not help but notice how empowering it 
was for the two worlds to come together in the conference room, on breaks, 
and over meals. I am confident that the classrooms these teachers lead will be 
enriched by the deep content and pedagogical discussions they shared through- 
out the week. 


Teaching Ideas 


As the conference went through the papers, discussions flowed as to how 
to teach the topic presented in the paper. In the rest of this chapter I will try 
to encapsulate some of the ideas that flowed from those discussions. They 
represent the collected offerings of the scholars and teachers present at the 
conference. 

Alonzo Hamby’s paper, “The Politics of Democracy: Harry S. Truman 
and the American People,” set a tone for the conference. With the discussion 
of this paper, a consensus emerged among the teachers and scholars. That con- 
sensus was the importance of taking the Farewell Address, learning the “facts” 
about Harry S. Truman, and then tying those facts to universal themes that 
will engage students and spark their interest in history. For example, Hamby 
discusses charisma and Truman’s lack thereof. This should help students 
focus on the importance of this attribute in a candidate. What are its plusses 
and its minuses? Could Truman be elected today with his lack of charisma? If 
not, what has changed about our society, our electoral process, and our ways 
of assessing candidates? Relating to his lack of charisma, Hamby contrasts 
Truman with Franklin Roosevelt and Eisenhower, noting that Truman tried 
to use his “ordinary” status as a way to connect with the people. Students 
might analyze the risks of such an approach to leadership. To continue this 
evaluation of leadership traits, students could brainstorm a list of characteris- 
tics of a great president, assess whether Truman possessed those attributes, 
and compare Truman with another president based on the same list. 
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Another theme in Hamby’s paper that could be helpful to students is 
Truman’s growth in his vision of “the people.” Hamby told the conference 
that, by and large, Truman had an “open and tolerant personality.” This is 
shown in his paper as Truman's view of the people expands from rural, white, 
Protestant people to include urban dwellers, Irish Catholics, Jews, small 
businessmen, and blacks. This transition from a provincial to a more open- 
minded view can be used in the area of character education as students com- 
pare their own journey toward acceptance of diversity with that of Truman’. 

Finally, Hamby’s paper generated a great deal of discussion among the as- 
sembled teachers about ways to teach the political process. Like all politi- 
cians, Truman had to negotiate the needs of multiple interest groups to get 
elected and stay in office. One classroom activity that could illustrate this 
would be a mock election in which a student could role-play Truman meet- 
ing with and speaking to several interest groups in 1948. He would have to 
listen to each group’s demands and then adapt his speech to appeal to each 
group’s core constituency. This also relates to a key point in Hamby’s paper, 
the tension Truman faced between idealism and pragmatism. This is certainly 
a universal dilemma faced by any person entering politics. Truman’s experi- 
ence can be used to illuminate this for students, and contemporary examples 
can make the quandary faced by today’s political leaders relevant to young 
people. 

In his paper on claims Truman made in his farewell address about eco- 
nomic achievements, Robert Collins analyzes the degree to which Truman 
was right in claiming success for prosperity, economic security, and what he 
believed to be the fairest distribution of income in recent history. Collins 
concludes Truman did have some reason to claim credit in all three areas. 
Teachers at the conference believed the paper would be an effective tool for 
teaching important vocabulary terms, such as Gross National Product. But 
once again, it was the more universal themes students can draw from these 
factual issues that they believed would be most engaging. Truman’s definition 
of prosperity and a “fair” distribution of income might lead students to eval- 
uate what is prosperity and what is a fair distribution of income? By compar- 
ing concepts of prosperity and income distribution in the United States with 
the same concepts in different regions of the world, teachers believed they 
could develop effective interdisciplinary lessons (history, geography, econom- 
ics). Even within our own nation, students can see trends toward certain as- 
pects of prosperity beginning during the Truman years and continuing to our 
present day. Examples include the growth of suburbia and the Sun Belt and 
the corresponding deterioration of urban areas and the industrial heartland. 
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Students can also discuss American income distribution in 1952 and com- 
pare it to that of today. If Truman believed the distribution in his era was 
moving toward fairness, what would he say about today? Can we as a society 
ever decide what constitutes a fair distribution of income? 

Carol Anderson's reappraisal of the Truman civil rights legacy stimulated a 
great deal of discussion among the teachers gathered at the conference about 
teaching approaches to this crucial topic. Whereas a great deal of Truman 
historiography lauds his desegregation of the armed forces, his inclusion of a 
civil rights plank in the 1948 Democratic platform, his willingness to speak 
to African American groups, and, perhaps most of all, his ability to grow be- 
yond his racist upbringing, Anderson strongly criticizes the Truman admin- 
istration for failing to address key civil rights crises in the areas of voting, 
housing, and lynching. From the platform, she argued that saying “at least he 
tried” seems to be acceptable only when talking about civil rights. She went 
on to say that the standard should be what did he actually do in the areas 
where he could have done something. Teachers saw many aspects of this paper 
that would be fruitful for classroom use. Beginning with a look at rhetoric 
versus reality, students can examine the often stark difference between what 
our leaders say and what actually follows. There are certainly limits to what a 
president can do. Even a president with a clear vision of justice can be limited 
by staff members who are more interested in placating key members of Con- 
gress (like southern Democrats in the late 1940s) and maintaining the status 
quo. Students can take this idea and compare it to what citizens can accom- 
plish by working together. Real change in the civil rights movement came 
not from the actions of presidents or political leaders, but as a result of peo- 
ple taking collective action themselves. This provides a meaningful lesson for 
students on the importance of civic engagement. Teachers at the conference 
also recommended that Anderson’s paper be used as a way to stimulate stu- 
dent research into local history. Was there redlining in their cityy What 
about voting patterns? Last, teachers believed that the horrific stories of civil 
rights atrocities described in Anderson’s paper were important for students to 
examine. The conference discussed the fact that these incidents were occur- 
ring at the same time the Nuremberg Trials were shedding light on the hor- 
rors of the holocaust. The irony of this is certainly something students can 
analyze. 

Needless to say, Richard Frank’s paper on Truman and the atomic bomb 
elicited a number of classroom suggestions from the teachers in attendance. 
Teachers find that this rich topic nearly never fails to engage students. Frank’s 
paper helps frame some of the issues involved in new ways. One of his key 
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points is that to fully understand any historical decision, one must (as much 
as possible) view the decision as decision makers did at the time the decision 
was made. This will help students understand how “presentism” often colors 
our view of the past in ways that are at times unfair to historical actors. This 
is a topic for which students can do their own primary source investigation, 
just as Frank did and just as other historians do. The ample primary resources 
relating to this topic available at www.trumanlibrary.org are an outstanding 
place to begin. Such primary source analysis will go a long way to help stu- 
dents enter the world of the past. This topic also provides a prime opportunity 
to introduce students to the concept of shifting historiography, something 
the teachers at the conference believed is lacking in most curriculums. One 
can quite easily find articles from revisionist historians to contrast with Frank’s 
paper and thus illustrate to students the interpretive nature of dealing with 
historical evidence. Teachers at the conference also believed this topic was 
ideal for the discussion of the place of ethics and morality in decision mak- 
ing. A lesson might begin with a discussion of the evolving Western notion 
of “just war” theory. They then envisioned a student panel assessing Truman’s 
decision to use atomic weapons, made up of students role-playing veterans, 
religious leaders, military leaders, Japanese survivors, and newspaper editors. 
Each of these roles could also be used to illustrate how people of different 
perspectives can read the same primary sources with very different eyes. 

This topic is also ideal for helping students “personalize” the past. Stu- 
dents can put themselves in Truman’s shoes by having him defend his deci- 
sion at a “press conference.” Students can tap into the sentiment of the times 
by writing a newspaper editorial either defending or criticizing Truman. They 
can enter the past by writing a journal entry from the perspective of Truman, 
an American soldier in the Pacific, or a Japanese witness to Hiroshima or Naga- 
saki. Finally, students can explore the dynamics of decision making by look- 
ing at key historical decisions like the one to use the bomb and employing a 
framework like the one used in the Truman Museum’s own “Decision Thea- 
ters.” Those theaters encourage visitors to enter Truman’s decision making 
process by considering public opinion at the time of the decision, what Tru- 
man’s advisers were telling him, what the national interest dictated, and how 
his personal values colored his thinking. All of these exercises will go a long 
way toward helping students do something critically important in a history 
classroom—learn to make a historical argument based on evidence. 

Mary Ann Heiss’s analysis of Truman’s foreign policy illuminates another 
rich topic to teach historiography and to generate student connections be- 
tween historical events and today’s world. To begin with, her paper can be 
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used to show students how historical interpretation is not black and white. 
Each topic Heiss addresses illustrates the nuances of historical points of view. 
Her footnotes alone can be used to show students how divergent historical 
interpretation can be on any given topic. Her analysis also reminds us of the 
importance of introducing students to historical complexity. The values em- 
bedded in the Truman Doctrine reflect the very best American traditions. Yet 
the regimes supported under the banner of the policy did not always reflect 
those values (the Greek military government, for instance). The teachers at 
the conference noted that when teaching these historical principles, Truman’s 
view of foreign policy can also be used to discuss how leaders use and misuse 
history. Heiss points out that Truman frequently drew on historical lessons 
when explaining his decisions. He certainly did so in his Farewell Address. 
Students can delve into historical theory as they discuss whether history can 
indeed be used as a predictor of the future, as Truman clearly believed. How 
should our leaders use history to evaluate the present? 

As a vehicle for teaching historical facts that are clearly relevant to today’s 
world, the gathered teachers believed Heiss’s paper was laden with informa- 
tion that students will find relevant. The United Nations and NATO are just 
two examples of organizations dating to the Truman era that students can in- 
vestigate to discover their contemporary functions. But beyond these facts, 
the teachers believed a discussion of Truman’s foreign policy is a logical place 
to help students begin to think critically about our nation’s role in the world 
today. As Heiss points out, the Truman administration ushered in a revolu- 
tion in foreign policy. With new alliances and a new global involvement, the 
United States began to assert itself in unprecedented ways. Again using the 
‘Truman era to give students the opportunity to evaluate large, universal themes, 
this seemed to the teachers to be an ideal time to lead students in a discussion 
of the proper role of America on the world stage both then and now. In ad- 
dition, how did Truman use our opponent then (the USSR) to help define 
who we are? How do we use our opponent today (international terrorism) to 
do the same? 

William Stueck’s paper on Truman and Korea brought forth a frank dis- 
cussion among the teachers and scholars on how Korea truly is a “forgotten 
war” in many of our classrooms. At this point in the conference, the Truman 
Library’s educational staff sent the teachers to explore the museum’s recently 
opened exhibit on the Korean War. That was followed by a forum among the 
educators on how to make classroom use of historical artifacts like those on 
display. Teachers discussed how the students could be given many of the dra- 
matic photographs in the exhibit and asked to provide captions or to write 


330 Jeff Gall 


before-and-after stories, based on their knowledge of the history of the con- 
flict. The flags of North Korea and South Korea could be analyzed for sym- 
bolism. An M-1 rifle could be used to illustrate evolving military technology 
between then and now. Psychological warfare pamphlets could be used to 
teach students a military strategy they rarely consider. Even MacArthur’s 
rumpled hat could be used to teach students some of the personality conflicts 
that led to tension between the general and his commander in chief. One of 
the most dramatic artifacts the teachers discussed was a Purple Heart on dis- 
play that was found in Truman’s desk at the library soon after he died in 1972. 
With it was a letter from a father whose son died in Korea. The letter asked 
Truman to take back the award and expressed the sentiment that the presi- 
dent’s daughter, rather than the man’s son, should have been sent to die. What 
a powerful way to illustrate the personal impact of war on both presidents 
and ordinary people. 

Stueck’s analysis of Truman’s handling of the Korean conflict provided the 
teachers at the conference with the opportunity to discuss the many impor- 
tant concepts that can be illustrated to students by exploring this war. Many 
see the “imperial presidency” as taking shape in a war that was never officially 
declared by Congress. Investigating how Truman handled his relations with 
the general public as the war became unpopular is an excellent way for stu- 
dents to see the challenges facing leaders in difficult times. The teachers be- 
lieved that the reasons nations go to war when a threat is not clearly direct 
and imminent could be explored by studying the origins of wars from Korea 
to Iraq. Students can also be challenged to think critically by contrasting 
Truman’s use of the United Nations as he led the nation to war to President 
Bush’s hesitancy to do so in our present conflict. What has changed? Which 
approach was most in line with our national interests? Were Truman’s actions 
in Korea justified when viewing them through the lens of the UN Charter? 
Were Bush's? On the deepest level, the teachers concluded that the Korean 
War could be used to challenge students to assess why nations go to war at 
all. Once again using the facts of the Truman era to open up big ideas and 
universal themes, a class could consider what makes a war the only option for 
our nation—direct military threat, perceived aggression, injustice, a threat to 
needed resources, spreading ideologies that run counter to our values, or as a 
way to deter our enemies in other regions of the world? Our entry into the 
Korean War can be used to help students focus on today’s discussion of the 
doctrine of preemption as a justification for war. As students study the cur- 
rent status of South Korea and the state of tension between our nation and 
North Korea, this once again brings extreme relevance to the classroom. 
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Randall Woods's paper on Truman’s “prophecy” serves as an excellent over- 
view of Cold War policy shifts for any class studying recent U.S. history. It 
also provides the opportunity to encourage students to look deep into the 
forces that led to the Cold War. Teachers at the conference thought that stu- 
dents need to understand Truman’s vision of containment and why he be- 
lieved it would triumph. This begins with his belief that the Soviet model was 
flawed and did not account for basic human nature. Was he correct? Students 
can read Truman’s prediction about victory in the Cold War, then study the 
end of the Cold War. Was Truman indeed prophetic? In his Farewell Ad- 
dress, Truman has a utopian dream of what the post-Cold War world might 
be like, especially with the harnessing of atomic energy. Now that we are more 
than a decade beyond the end of the Cold War, students can assess what as- 
pects of today’s world square with Truman's dream and what aspects do not. 
What has kept his dream from becoming a reality? The prophecy section of 
the Farewell Address clearly reveals Truman’s worldview—his view of Amer- 
ica and his view of the Soviet Union. Students should be able to clearly see 
how that worldview impacted Truman’s key Cold War policy decisions. 

One interesting teaching suggestion coming out of the conference relating 
to Truman’s prophecy was a panel discussion in which students choose to 
award a grand prize for efforts leading to the end of the Cold War. Students 
could work in teams researching “their” candidate, and each team could send 
forth a member who would role-play that person, making a persuasive argu- 
ment for his selection. The class could then vote. Candidates might include 
Harry Truman, Dwight Eisenhower, John Kennedy, Richard Nixon, Ronald 
Reagan, Lech Walesa, Mikhail Gorbachev, and Pope John Paul II. 

After the Woods paper, the conference moved in an interesting direction. 
It moved from issues Truman raised in his Farewell Address to consider is- 
sues he did not broach. That question in itself, the teachers and scholars de- 
cided, is a good place to begin with students. Why was there no mention of 
the McCarthy hearings? Why were issues we consider crucial today (women’s 
issues, ethnicity, the environment) not included in Truman’s Farewell Ad- 
dress? What does this say about the man and about his era? Students have a 
tendency to assume issues people are passionate about today have always 
been the focus of attention. It is important to help them see otherwise. 

Ellen Schrecker’s paper on the Red Scare led to a discussion among the 
teachers and scholars about the dichotomy between Truman’s civil rights in- 
stincts and his administration’s inability to control a situation that clearly in- 
fringed on the basic liberties of countless Americans. Why didn't he do more 
to stop this? Students can learn a great deal about the inability of even the 
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“world’s most powerful leader” to impact events in his own backyard. Teachers 
can help students see the crucial connection between foreign and domestic 
policies. Some have argued that the Truman administration had to overplay 
the Communist threat abroad to gain support for foreign policy initiatives. 
This certainly had an impact on the fear of subversives at home. Students 
also need to understand that a president has to work with people in Congress 
who may not share his philosophy. In Truman’s case that meant Republicans 
and conservative southern Democrats. Students learn a great deal about leg- 
islative processes when they see the compromises that take place on both 
sides of issues. A president often gives up on an issue he is passionate about 
to build support for another issue. And, of course, the teachers believed that 
a discussion of civil liberties in our own era and during the war on terrorism 
needs to be brought to class in light of what happened during the Truman 
era. Are there parallels? Finally, of the four topics discussed at the conference 
that were not included in the Farewell Address, McCarthyism was the one 
that had appeared in early drafts of the speech. Students need to consider 
reasons it was scratched from the speech. 

Susan Hartmann’s paper on gender issues during the Truman years gives 
teachers a great deal to consider. When analyzing primary sources, in this 
case Truman’s Farewell Address, how often do we ask students to consider what 
is not there? Or as Hartmann says, to “probe behind the silences.” Hartmann 
argues that in the 1940s women were asking for every issue that became very 
public in the 1960s and 1970s: equal pay, a commission on women’s rights, 
and an equal rights amendment. Why were these appeals very public then, 
yet not in the 1940s? Hartmann encouraged teachers to use this question to 
get students thinking about long-term change and citizenship. The story of 
how women mobilized to pressure their government is a lesson for students 
that should motivate and inspire them toward civic engagement. 

The world of Truman and the world of our students are dramatically dif- 
ferent where gender roles are concerned. Hartmann’s use of the phrase gen- 
dered habits of the mind seems a great way to get students thinking about the 
way different generations view the world. The teachers at the conference be- 
lieved students need to be shown that most people in the 1940s, male and fe- 
male, saw male dominance as natural and the only way to order things. This 
was reflected in the law and in the structure of virtually all social connections. 
The conference looked at a primary source from the Truman archives. On 
September 21, 1945, Truman's typed daily calendar lists all of his meetings. 
Just after noon, he met with six women who were seeking support for an equal 
rights amendment to the Constitution. One can assume Truman met with 
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them and graciously heard their concern. Yet at the end of the day when he 
added handwritten notes to the calendar, he inscribed next to this meeting: 
“A whole lot of hoey about equal rights.” The teachers believed students would 
be engaged by a discussion of what attitudes were behind Truman’s entry. 
Last, to make these gender issues more personal, the teachers believed stu- 
dents might explore gender roles of the women in Truman’s life—Bess and 
Margaret. How did their lives differ from those of women today? Students 
could also look at gender roles of women in their own family who lived in the 
Truman era and compare and contrast those roles with the women in their 
lives today. 

Like Ellen Schrecker’s paper discussed earlier, Rachel Buff’s analysis of 
the Truman era illustrates the effect the Cold War had on all aspects of 
American life. Getting students to understand how America’s new relation- 
ship to the world after World War II had a deep impact on domestic culture 
is a challenge for teachers. Buff addresses two areas rarely dealt with in depth 
at the secondary level—Indian policy and immigration policy. She makes the 
case that Cold War national security interests led to a cultural battle over 
what it meant to be an American and how citizenship was defined. Teachers 
at the conference concluded that, once again, a study of the Truman admin- 
istration gives students a chance to explore larger, more universal themes. 
Students can compare the Truman administration’s Indian policy (“termina- 
tion” of tribal and land bases) with policies of other eras up to the present. As 
they see shifting policies, from assimilation to acceptance of tribal entities, 
they can begin to appreciate what an unsolved challenge America’s Indian 
policy has been. Likewise, they can compare Truman’s attitude toward immi- 
gration (he was open to expanding immigration—especially from East Eu- 
rope) to our policy today. How do we judge which immigrants are desirable 
and which are not? As students research different eras, from open immigra- 
tion, to the quotas of the 1920s, to our current struggle with how to handle 
immigration from the south, they will come to see that deciding how open 
we are to outsiders is a work in progress. Most important, Buff’s contention 
that Americans’ fear of subversives abroad colored their conception of who 
should be called an American at home struck the teachers as a timely topic in 
light of current events and tensions around the globe. 

The fourth topic not covered in Truman’s Farewell Address but explored 
at the conference was Truman and the environment. Environmental history 
is now common on college campuses but rarely appears in high school his- 
tory textbooks or curriculums. Teachers at the conference appeared eager to 
accept Karl Brooks’s challenge to bring an environmental awareness into 
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their classrooms, and the Truman administration appeared to them to be a 
good place to begin. They believed one might start by challenging students 
to define “conservation.” Brooks argues that conservation meant something 
different to early-twentieth-century leaders of the movement than it did to 
Truman and his cabinet. He also believes the post-World War II economic 
expansion made Truman’s administration one of the most environmentally 
consequential administrations in history. He concludes that Truman’s poli- 
cies were devastating to the natural world, but also that they ironically helped 
lead to a movement that began to assess the costs of such policies. Brooks en- 
couraged teachers to help students understand that environmentalism did 
not begin with Rachel Carson in 1962 or with Earth Day in 1970. 

Brooks casts Truman as a president who when making a choice between 
protecting the environment and promoting economic development was prone 
to choose the latter course. Brooks challenged the teachers to evaluate this 
choice with their students. What other options were there for Truman? How 
do we face similar decisions today? What do Americans mean by progress? 
How are environmental issues factored into our notion of progress? These are 
big issues, and again, teachers can use the Truman era to get students think- 
ing critically about them. Several of the teachers could envision developing 
geography skills by having students study city maps from 1950 and today to 
chart the growth of cities and, more particularly, the explosion of suburbs. 
What has been the cost to the environment? Most students who live in sub- 
urbs cannot even begin to imagine what existed (or what did zof exist) only 
fifty years ago where they live. Getting them to see the past in such a way can 
help them begin to see dramatic historical change and begin to consider its 
impact. Brooks argued at the conference that students should be challenged 
to read their daily newspaper with an environmental consciousness. Having 
them do so will help them begin to consider consequences of societal deci- 
sions both in Truman’s time and today. 


Conclusions 


In summation, the conference accomplished two important things. First, 
by bringing in noted Truman scholars to work with the assembled teachers 
and ask for their input, it gave dignity to what those “in the trenches” of pub- 
lic education do on a daily basis. Frankly, I have found that many in higher 
education do not really care about what goes on in our nation’s schools. They 
just want to complain about how woefully unprepared students are when 
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they reach their university. Second, the teachers challenged the scholars to 
think about how complex ideas can be broken down and placed within the 
reach of younger students. They also made it clear that teaching requires one 
to constantly reassess how one presents material to students—a fact that is 
too rarely discussed in university settings. In short, the conference provided 
meaningful and memorable professional growth for both the teachers and 
the scholars. 

On a personal note, I believe the conference clearly demonstrated the 
power of grounding professional development for teachers in their content 
area. [oo often teacher educators divorce teacher training from content. One 
of my frustrations as a high school history teacher (a job I deeply loved, by 
the way), was that the system almost never gave me time to talk to my peers 
about the subject I have a passion for—history. Such conversations almost 
never took place because either there simply was not enough time in the day 
or administrators never saw the importance of such talk. It is my contention 
that teachers who develop a rich content knowledge deepen their passion for 
their subject—a reality that students are bound to see. Teachers must be mod- 
els of curious, lifetime learners. Unfortunately, many history teachers never 
take or are never given an opportunity to get beyond their assigned textbook. 

But perhaps the highlight of the conference was the fact that those of us 
from both the world of public schools and the world of higher education 
were reminded of the power of one document, in this case Harry S. Truman’s 
Farewell Address, to provide a window to a man, a leader, and a critical time 
in world history. The scholars and teachers used the facts surrounding the 
Truman era to open up discussions about truly big questions that are bound 
to inspire students to learn about the man from Independence. What is the 
importance of “charisma”? What is a fair distribution of income? Is ¢rying to 
establish racial justice enough to merit greatness? Do morality and ethics have 
a place in modern technological war? What is the proper role of the U.S. in 
the world (then and now)? How do evolving gender roles change our poli- 
tics? How are civil liberties protected in times of fear? All of these provoca- 
tive questions (and many others) spring from Truman’s Farewell Address! 
They should provide material for rich and deep learning in all of the class- 
rooms of the teachers involved, and for those who read this book. 
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A biographer becomes familiar with aspects of a presidency that are not 
evident from the public speeches. Sometimes the least noticed parts of a 
presidency turn out to be more important than the spectacular, the news- 
worthy. In the case of Truman, the president’s accomplishments as an admin- 
istrator were more important than many of his decisions. 

The need was to control the federal bureaucracy; it goes almost without 
saying that if Truman could not have gotten the bureaucracy to do his bid- 
ding, he would have become only another actor in the pageant of the presi- 
dency, something other than the head of the government of the United States. 
The bureaucracy had grown enormously under Truman's predecessor, Frank- 
lin D. Roosevelt, who needed large government for the New Deal programs 
and then for the war. Truman likewise needed a government of size in order 
to continue the social and economic policies to which Americans had be- 
come accustomed and to carry out his foreign and military policies. The size 
of the federal government increased from 600,000 civilian employees in 1933 
to 2,600,000 twenty years later, with 4,000 in the judicial branch, 22,500 in 
the legislative, and 2,570,000 in the executive (500,000 in the post office and 
1,300,000 civilian workers in defense). 

To keep such an organization moving in the same direction was a her- 
culean task. By and large Truman managed it. On April 12, 1945, few of the 
new president’s fellow Americans had any idea that they were receiving as 
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their new president a man who had made his mark as an administrator. Harry 
S. Truman had spent ten years as administrator of Jackson County, Missouri, 
the county that in its western half contained Kansas City. This rather large 
job offered substantial learning opportunities. 

Truman’s first years as a member of the three-person county court, as it 
was known in Missouri, offered little evidence of what he would become. Elected 
in 1922 to a two-year term as eastern judge, meaning that he was elected from 
the county’s eastern half, which included the town of Independence and its 
rural hinterland, he chose—as perhaps he had to, considering that he had the 
support of the political boss of Kansas City, Thomas J. Pendergast—to side 
with the western judge, Pendergast’s man, Henry F. McElroy, against the 
presiding judge, Elihu W. Hayes, a supporter of Boss Tom’s rival in Kansas 
City, Joseph B. Shannon. The years when Truman was eastern judge were the 
epitome of bad county administration, in which he and McElroy (who claimed 
to have learned administration from his “old Presbyterian mother”) created 
fourteen-month fiscal years and gave undue attention to the Miles Bulger 
Home for Negro Boys, named for the previous presiding judge, who had 
turned on Pendergast and hence needed to be driven into a political wilder- 
ness. The two conniving judges, Truman and McElroy, pointed out the huge 
brass plaque in the home that dedicated it to Bulger, the ornate drinking 
fountains, and other irrelevancies. For their labors, they both lost reelection. 
Truman was defeated by an Independence harness maker, Henry W. Rum- 
mell, who had been put into the race so that he could resign in favor of a more 
appropriate candidate, but then refused to resign and obtained the endorse- 
ment of Shannon, who had gone over to the Republicans. 

Although Truman in this initial foray into politics displayed little achieve- 
ment as an administrator, in his second, after he was elected presiding judge 
of Jackson County in 1926, he made a remarkable record. Again he was elected 
with Boss Tom’s support; the support was crucial because the presiding judge 
was elected at large and needed the votes of Kansas City, not just those of 
Independence and the farmers. Truman thereupon turned the county into 
one of the three best-run counties in the United States in terms of what ad- 
ministratively counted at the time, which was a good road system. The other 
outstanding counties were Wayne County, the county of Detroit, and West- 
chester County, next to New York City. 

As the junior senator from Missouri beginning in 1935, Truman learned 
another aspect of administration, which is getting along with people. He of 
course had to do that in Jackson County, but now he was one of a group of 
ninety-six individuals who were, he liked to say, either show horses or work 
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horses. He needed to handle the other ninety-five carefully, for upon their 
goodwill rested any success he might achieve in the Upper House. He fol- 
lowed the initial rule of Senate good behavior, which was that junior senators 
were to be seen, not heard. To gain respect, but especially to make his judg- 
ment worthy of respect, he chose to become a specialist in transportation—in 
part because of what he had accomplished in Missouri. He easily saw that the 
organization of the country’s transportation systems—railroads, waterways, 
the new airlines—was in disarray. He beheld especially the woeful condition 
of the railroads, which had been subject to raiding from their financiers and 
lawyers, with the result that they were unable to compete with the rising 
trucking industry that was using taxpayer-financed (mostly local, some state 
and federal) roads. Meanwhile, the nation’s waterways had become objects of 
much congressional pork-barrel legislation. The Mississippi served parts of 
the Middle West, and Truman thought it would be possible to develop the 
Missouri River as a regional waterway as well. The prospect moved him to 
become a member of the Senate’s Interstate Commerce Committee, ordinar- 
ily a committee that attracted few members of the Upper House. 

The senators who were “work horses” rather than “show horses” had re- 
spect for his judgment. By not catering to the show horses but avoiding be- 
havior that would turn them against him, he became a Senate leader. The 
result was two major pieces of legislation in his first term, 1935-1940, the 
Civil Aeronautics Act of 1938 and the Wheeler-Truman Transportation Act 
of 1940. 

In his second Senate term, abbreviated by his selection as President Roose- 
velt’s running mate in the presidential campaign of 1944, he spent most of 
his time investigating the war effort, which when he took interest in the sub- 
ject early in 1941 was sprawling in administrative disorder. He managed a 
special Senate investigating committee with extraordinary adroitness, obtain- 
ing members who were work horses while avoiding antagonizing the presi- 
dent, who was sensitive to supervision from the Senate. This required skill of 
a high order. At the outset the president gave the committee little support. 
Through the Senate’s leader, James F. Byrnes, Roosevelt gave the committee 
fifteen thousand dollars, an insignificant amount to investigate the expendi- 
ture of billions; the hand of Byrnes was in evidence, but behind it was the 
hand of the president, who wanted no one looking into his administrative 
sloppiness. 

As preparation for administering the presidency, the chairmanship of the 
special committee could not have been better. The separate investigations 
and their reports went to the center of wartime production and displayed 
how the Roosevelt administration assisted it or in some cases hindered it. By 
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supervising this vast searching out of the workings of labor and industry with 
government, [ruman could see for himself what to do, and what not to do, 
when opportunity might permit—although he had no inkling that the presi- 
dency might come to him until just before the Chicago convention of the 
Democratic Party in the summer of 1944, when because of the obvious ill- 
ness of President Roosevelt he knew that if FDR survived the campaign he, 
Truman, would likely become president in succession to him. 

Truman’s vice presidency early in 1945 lasted a few weeks, and then he 
was president. His first administrative move was to replace most of Roose- 
velt’s cabinet. He decided that he would control the government’s vast bu- 
reaucracy through the cabinet departments. 

The president’s decision to use the cabinet as his leading device for con- 
trolling the bureaucracy was crucial, at the center of his administrative proce- 
dures. In addition to the cabinet he employed two other administrative devices, 
of lesser importance. One was to organize the White House staff with an ef- 
ficient, highly talented group of administrative assistants, whom he saw for a 
half hour every morning, including Saturdays. His procedure with them was 
to go around the table at which the dozen assistants sat, apportioning work 
and calling for new business. At the same time, he made careful use of the ex- 
ecutive office staff, created by Roosevelt in the Reorganization Act of 1939. 
When Truman took office it comprised mostly the Bureau of the Budget, to 
which Congress added, not much to the president’s initial liking, the Council 
of Economic Advisers in 1946. Truman felt that he did not need a three- 
person committee to advise him on how to achieve full employment, the 
purpose of the committee as mandated by Congress. His first appointee as 
committee chairman, Edwin A. Nourse, was too conservative for the presi- 
dent’s taste, and also had a habit of lecturing the nation’s chief executive. 
Nourse’s replacement in 1949, Leon Keyserling, proved much more helpful, 
and his prediction of an expanding national economy was of great value dur- 
ing the Korean War. In the National Security Act of 1947 the president 
received another advisory body, the National Security Council. At first he 
largely ignored the NSC, but after the opening of the Korean War he found 
it useful as a resource for joining military and foreign policy issues. When Con- 
gress began to force more of its ideas on him, beginning with the Eightieth 
Congress in 1947 in which the Republican Party had a majority of both 
Houses, he enlisted the prodigious energy of former president Herbert Hoover, 
an impeccable Republican, who chaired a commission that rearranged parts 
of the administration. Truman managed this by making the commission an 
adjunct of the executive office staff. 

But Truman’s principal device for managing the federal bureaucracy was 
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his cabinet. Here, in the changes he made during his administration (he had 
twenty-four cabinet members during his virtually two terms, for ten cabinet 
posts), he depended primarily on his appointments to the office of secretary 
of state and to the secretaryships of war and of the navy and, beginning with 
the Defense Act of 1947 and the reorganization of the military services into 
the army, navy, and air force, the secretaryship of defense. 

The first cabinet change the president had in mind, and he arranged it 
during the course of the San Francisco Conference in the spring and early 
summer of 1945 to organize the United Nations, was to give the secretary- 
ship of state to his once fellow senator, Byrnes. During the war Byrnes had 
been successively associate justice of the Supreme Court and Roosevelt’s 
right-hand man in the White House with the title awarded by the president 
of “assistant president.” When Truman assumed the presidency, Byrnes was 
without appointment, having retired to Spartanburg, South Carolina, when 
Roosevelt tired of his presence. 

Byrnes was an obvious appointment to the Department of State, for two 
reasons. One was the sheer inability of the then secretary, Edward R. Stet- 
tinius Jr., who looked like a secretary of state, with his handsome counte- 
nance, suave manner, and prematurely white hair. His father had been a 
Morgan partner and considerable figure in the Woodrow Wilson administra- 
tion during World War I. The son had enjoyed, as one might have expected, 
a meteoric career and while in his thirties was president of the United States 
Steel Corporation. But at the state department he was a figurehead, to allow 
President Roosevelt to dominate foreign policy. Truman so regarded him and 
believed rightly that he could not have a cipher as his adviser on foreign rela- 
tions, a subject of nearly overwhelming importance as World War II drew to 
a close. Stettinius therefore had to be eased out of office, one way or another. 

As incompetent as Stettinius was, a second reason for his replacement was 
that, lacking a vice president, Truman if assassinated or otherwise incapaci- 
tated would give way, by the 1886 law of presidential succession, to whoever 
was secretary of state. 

The manner in which Stettinius left the secretaryship must be described 
as one of the least ceremonial, close to being cruel, administrative arrange- 
ments of Truman’s presidency. The president deputized his friend George E. 
Allen, a roly-poly man about Washington who was secretary of the Demo- 
cratic Party, to go out to San Francisco and get Stettinius out of office. It was 
a bizarre way of dismissing a secretary of state. But then Stettinius departed 
with a bizarre series of requests. He was willing to become the first perma- 
nent U.S. delegate to the United Nations, with the rank of ambassador. For 
this he asked a four-motor airplane, an office and secretary in the White 


A Biographer’s Perspective I 341 


House, and the use of White House stationery. When he arrived back in 
Washington after his labors at San Francisco he spoke privately with the 
president. An account of the conversation is in Stettinius’s papers at the 
University of Virginia. It was an incredible conversation, in which he referred 
to his own defenestration as “a kick in the pants.” The president assured “Ed” 
that his departure to the United Nations would not look like a kick in the 
pants. Stettinius asked for his special arrangement. “Ed,” the president said, 
perhaps with as much seriousness as he could muster, “I had already planned 
on it and thought about it, so why do you bring it up?” 

Byrnes took office on July 1, 1945, and did better—how could he have 
done worse?—than his predecessor, but gradually revealed awkwardnesses. In 
the White House as Roosevelt’s assistant he had shown ability to negotiate, 
and Truman hoped to use that ability in relations with the Soviets. But 
Byrnes proved more of a maneuverer than an inventor of solutions to prob- 
lems. As time passed, he took positions without consulting the president, 
which was not a wise thing to do. He was a poor administrator of the State 
Department, which needed organization. Byrnes had to negotiate the peace 
treaties with the former German satellites, now Russian satellites, in Eastern 
Europe, and was largely unsuccessful in guaranteeing free elections in those 
countries. The strain of this affected his ability to administer the State Depart- 
ment; it was said that “the department fiddles while Byrnes roams.” When 
his sister fell dead in the Washington railroad station he feared that he too 
might suffer a heart attack. These were the reasons for his departure. Later, 
in 1948, when during the election of that year Byrnes went over to Truman's 
enemies in the South, the Dixiecrats, the two men fell out, and remained that 
way until both died in 1972. 

One could argue that Truman did not display good judgment in choosing 
Byrnes as secretary. But at the time he seemed the best individual available. 
He had national visibility. He had attended the Yalta Conference with Pres- 
ident Roosevelt and there taken stenographic notes—in his early years he had 
been a court reporter—of the discussions and decisions. 

Byrnes’s replacement, Gen. George C. Marshall, saw immediately that the 
United States would have to support Western Europe, including Great Britain, 
all dramatically weakened by World War II, with a declaration of policy (the 
Truman Doctrine), economic policy (the Marshall Plan), and military assis- 
tance (the North Atlantic Treaty Organization). He was not in the best of 
health and for that reason resigned at the end of 1948. The Atlantic Treaty 
was signed by his successor, Dean Acheson, whom he had relied on to reor- 
ganize the department’s offices and bureaus before Acheson left his position 
as undersecretary in mid-1947. 
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What Acheson accomplished in reorganizing the department made it a 
bulwark of the Truman administration, and the department’s influence was 
mightily increased by the friendship that developed between the two men 
when Acheson took Marshall’s place as secretary. On the surface they seemed 
so different, Truman the graduate of Independence High School, Acheson 
the product of Groton, Yale, and Harvard Law. All that mattered for nought, 
for they both were direct in conversation and possessed the same purpose, 
which was to stabilize American-Soviet relations. The fortunate linking of 
the two during the Truman era produced a unity in foreign policy that the 
American nation perhaps never had before nor has had since. 

In making appointments to the military departments—combined in 1947 
into the single Department of Defense—President Truman displayed the same 
generally good judgment he showed with the Department of State. In the 
first years, with Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson, who soon resigned be- 
cause of his age, and his successor, the Wall Street lawyer Robert P. Patter- 
son, there were no problems. Nor were there any with the secretary of the 
navy, James V. Forrestal, although Forrestal resisted the unification of the mili- 
tary departments. When the military reorganization act of 1947 called for 
appointment of a secretary of defense, Truman calculated that by appointing 
Forrestal he could control the navy, which did not like amalgamation. In this 
he soon saw he was wrong, for Forrestal was a psychological case, unable to 
control himself, a poor administrator who took every issue, large and small, 
to the president, and confused them with his increasing certainty that the 
Russians were coming—that the United States would be attacked. The pres- 
ident had to wait out the year 1948, for his election was so uncertain he could 
not afford a resignation at Defense, which Forrestal was unwilling to offer. 
After the campaign he took Forrestal’s resignation, a sad task, made worse by 
the former secretary’s suicide a few weeks later while a patient at the naval 
hospital in Bethesda. 

The feuding services, led by a “revolt of the admirals” in 1949, were not 
brought into order by the talented but insensitive Louis A. Johnson, who 
served as secretary of defense in 1949-1950. He infuriated the navy by can- 
celing construction of a large carrier. He undercut Secretary of State Acheson 
on policy toward China. Truman was forced to take his resignation with al- 
most as little diplomacy as in the case of Stettinius. “Lou,” he said one day, “I 
have to ask you to quit.” Johnson wept, refused to sign, and then was told by 
his undersecretary, Stephen T. Early, Roosevelt’s former press secretary whom 
Truman had installed at defense to hold Johnson down, to sign—it was a 
messy denouement. Johnson was followed by the superb Marshall and then 
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Marshall’s undersecretary, the equally competent Wall Street financier Rob- 
ert A. Lovett. 

As for the other cabinet departments, when Truman took over from Roose- 
velt in April 1945, he determined to have strong personalities in control, 
willing to carry out his directives. In 1945 the president expelled from the 
cabinet the secretary of labor, Frances Perkins, an attractive woman who pos- 
sessed good judgment but was so devoted to President Roosevelt, whom she 
had known since the early years of the century when FDR was in the Albany 
legislature, that she allowed him to push her around and remove virtually all 
of her department’s bureaus. He took the resignation of Attorney General 
Francis Biddle, who had as little respect for the new president as had Byrnes, 
and who was a blueblood from Philadelphia and in his memoirs displayed his 
family’s lineage in a genealogical table on both of the flyleaves. He took the 
resignation of Secretary of Agriculture Claude R. Wickard. Secretary of the 
Treasury Henry Morgenthau Jr., whom Truman considered “a blockhead, 
nut” (“I don’t know how Roosevelt kept him around”), insisted on going to 
the Potsdam Conference in July-August 1945. He already had attended the 
Quebec Conference of 1944, where he muddied the waters by introducing 
the Morgenthau Plan that would have turned postwar Germany, the indus- 
trial heart of Europe, into farmland. As head of the treasury, Morgenthau 
would have been an important figure at Potsdam. Truman could not allow 
such undercutting of his foreign policy and dismissed him out of hand. Roose- 
velt’s postmaster general, a former chairman of the Democratic Party, Frank 
C. Walker, left the cabinet because his successor as chairman, Robert E. 
Hannegan, aspired to the conventional place for party chairmen, the post-of- 
fice department. Perkins was replaced by one of President Truman’s closest 
friends in the Senate, Lewis B. Schwellenbach of Washington; Biddle by a 
department officer, the able Tom C. Clark; Wickard by Clinton P. Anderson; 
and Morgenthau by the canny Kentucky politico Fred M. Vinson. When 
Vinson became chief justice of the Supreme Court, he was replaced by St. 
Louis banker John W. Snyder, a Reserve officer and friend of Truman’s. 

Two remaining Roosevelt cabinet members roiled the political waters in 
1946. Their departures were messy not only privately but also publicly, the 
worst of all administrative worlds. The president obtained supporters in their 
places, essential to control of their cabinet departments. 

The first of the disorderly resignations—cabinet members are supposed to 
resign with great goodwill for the president, and the president in a bouquet 
of words accepts their resignations with deepest regret—was Secretary of the 
Interior Harold L. Ickes. His name was then a household word, as he had 
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held office since 1933 and been a figure in the New Deal. Fortunately for 
Truman, after the resignation his reputation diminished and disappeared 
into one of the back corridors of history. 

Ickes had been known as a maverick and during the Roosevelt years threat- 
ened to resign on numerous occasions. With Truman he threatened once. 
Roosevelt had nominated the California oilman Edwin W. Pauley as under- 
secretary of the navy, and the nomination languished after the president’s 
death. Truman revived it, for Pauley had proved to be an able executive with 
his oil properties. He had also been the principal mover and shaker in dis- 
suading Truman's predecessor from keeping Vice President Henry A. Wal- 
lace as the president’s running mate in 1944; Truman may not have known 
that when he revived Pauley’s nomination in 1946—he did not learn much 
about how he himself became the vice presidential nominee until 1950, when 
the former postmaster general, Walker, told him. Another reason for Pauley’s 
nomination was that the new president did not know many “big people,” as 
he told a friend. He knew the little people of Missouri and a few solid Dem- 
ocrats such as members or former members of the Senate or House of Repre- 
sentatives, but that was it. Pauley seemed ideal for the Navy Department, and 
it is possible that the president had him in mind as secretary of defense when 
that office obtained legislative approval. 

Ickes behaved badly over the Pauley nomination, but it is not clear why. 
He told Truman that he might be asked by the pertinent Senate committee 
to say something about Pauley, which was hardly the way to inform the pres- 
ident that he, the secretary of the interior, might testify against a presidential 
nomination. Ickes so testified, saying Pauley was unfit. He followed with an- 
other piece of disloyalty, telling the reporter Edwin A. Harris of the St. Louis 
Post-Dispatch that the committee should ask him to read from his diary. 
Harris acted on the information and received a Pulitzer Prize for his labors. 
Ickes returned to the committee to read a passage relating that Pauley in 
1944 had said he could raise $300,000—he then was party treasurer—among 
California oilmen for the Democratic Party if the oilmen had assurance that 
the federal government would not try to claim that offshore oil—oil beyond 
the continental shelf—was subject to federal regulation, presumably taxation. 
This, Ickes said, was “the rawest proposition that has ever been made to me.” 
With that he finished off Pauley. 

All sorts of things were wrong with this testimony, the principal one being 
disloyalty to the president. An interesting point was why Ickes waited a year 
and a half to relate the rawest proposition ever made to him. 

Truman took Ickes’s resignation and in a letter that he did not write—an 
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exchange of complimentary letters was pro forma—said that the secretary’s 
services would end in all matters connected with the government. It was a 
piece of epistolary fluff, and Ickes must have known that. He sputtered in- 
stead in an announcement of his own that he wanted nothing to do with the 
Truman administration. 

What does the Ickes resignation say about Truman as an administrator? It 
says that when a cabinet member presented him with complicated reasons 
for the member's dismissal, the president did not hesitate to act. Ickes had a 
large public reputation and thought he could rely on it. The president refused 
to give reasons for Ickes’s dismissal and let the secretary’s overweening confi- 
dence speak for itself. 

Ickes, one must conclude, was an ingrate, but that did not make the lot of 
the thirty-third president easier. The Ickes resignation and the one that fol- 
lowed later that year were no easy occasions. They came when postwar strikes 
in major industries were riling the economy, threatening inflation. Relations 
with the Soviet Union were rapidly deteriorating; it was the year of former 
prime minister Winston Churchill’s speech at Westminster College, the Mis- 
souri institution to which Truman footloosely invited him, and the Russians 
claimed to be badly treated by the American president’s sponsorship of such 
an address. Then there was Ickes’s almost open assumption, altogether un- 
kind of him, indeed downright wrong, that Truman was a worse administra- 
tor than Roosevelt. 

Months later, in September, in a much worse administrative imbroglio, 
Truman had to deal with the resignation of Henry Wallace as secretary of 
commerce. Unlike Ickes the ingrate, Wallace was an impossible combination 
of idealism and opportunism. Like Ickes, he was a part of the Roosevelt her- 
itage, which was disorder in the cabinet. 

Roosevelt had made Wallace secretary of commerce as a consolation prize 
instead of the vice presidency (and presidency). The former vice president, 
before that secretary of agriculture, had no general knowledge of commerce. 
The Wallace family had published a farm journal known as Wallaces’ Farmer. 
He himself was an agricultural economist and had helped develop a remark- 
ably successful business in seed corn. 

Unsatisfied with his post at commerce, Wallace had in mind making pro- 
nouncements about foreign affairs, especially Soviet-American relations, 
getting into the domain of Secretary of State Byrnes. One day he came in to 
see the president for a short, fifteen-minute visit and produced a speech he 
proposed to make two days later at Madison Square Garden in New York. 
Truman riffled the speech and pronounced it fine. Wallace gave it and said 
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the president approved it, and it stood against the policy that Byrnes, then in 
Paris negotiating the East European peace treaties with the Russians, had been 
following, which was to prevent the Soviets from dominating elections in the 
East European nations. In the speech Wallace addressed the feelings of many 
Americans that the Russians, who had sacrificed so much during the war, 
needed more careful treatment. “The tougher we get,” he said, “the tougher 
the Russians get.” 

It is impossible not to think that he knew what he was doing—he was 
nominating himself as a better foreign policy expert than Truman and Byrnes. 
One can only conclude that in 1946 he was attempting to force the presi- 
dent’s hand on foreign policy and stood ready, in case the tactic did not work, 
to oppose him in the election of 1948, which he did. 

The Truman cabinet was no kaleidoscope, in which the picture changed 
month by month, even though at one time or another twenty-four different 
individuals sat around the large table. For some of the lesser departments the 
names were difficult to hold in mind, creating the appearance of constant 
change. When Tom Clark went to the Supreme Court, he was succeeded as 
attorney general by J. Howard McGrath, then James P. McGranery. Hanne- 
gan resigned as postmaster general, and the president appointed a career 
member of that department, Jesse M. Donaldson. Ickes was followed by 
Julius A. Krug and, as in the case of Donaldson in the Post Office Depart- 
ment, another department careerist (Truman rightly liked people who knew 
the work), Oscar L. Chapman. Wallace’s successor as secretary of commerce, 
Averell Harriman, was followed by Charles Sawyer. When Secretary of 
Labor Schwellenbach died, he was succeeded by Maurice J. Tobin. Truman 
greatly admired—along with Acheson he denominated him his best cabinet 
appointment—Charles F. Brannan, who succeeded Anderson. Brannan was 
the author of the Brannan Plan, which proposed a limit to support programs 
for rich farmers; the program was admirable, going to the center of the trou- 
bles in the support programs, but too honest for the big agricultural lobbies 
such as the Farm Bureau, and lost out for that reason. 

With his cabinet appointees the president managed what he was supposed 
to do, which was to preside in such a manner as to control. It is not too much 
to say that this activity, prosaic as it seemed, was the essence of his presi- 
dency. Without it he would not have been equal to his tasks. It was necessary 
to announce policies and give the impression they were about to be carried 
out. The president of 1945-1953, who was not adept at public speaking, as 
he well knew, did the best he could in that regard, and sought to make his ad- 
ministration newsworthy. But for the day-to-day administration, so impor- 
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tant, he brought together in the cabinet room every Friday morning ten indi- 
viduals, with only one or two visitors, who could sit around the large, glossy 
table. He followed the same procedure each session, going around and as- 
signing tasks, then calling for new business. He never asked the others to de- 
cide on something; the decisions were his. There was none of the Roosevelt 
time-serving whereby the president told stories and afterward received indi- 
vidual cabinet members who presented their causes privately—the advantage 
to Roosevelt being that in case of later trouble the president could deny any 
agreement he had made. 

Given the importance of Truman’s administrative acumen to the accom- 
plishments of his administration, one might properly inquire why the president 
and his staff, bringing together points of achievement for the Farewell Ad- 
dress, did not include the management of the bureaucracy. To that question, 
the present biographer has no answer. 








Harry Truman 
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Harry Truman’s Farewell Address appears at first reading to be the vale- 
dictory of a leader delivering a final report to his people, speaking of his ac- 
complishments with pride, confident in the ultimate judgment of history. 
But of course “history” makes no judgments. Historians do. When they grap- 
ple with presidential history, they inevitably act also as biographers, taking 
the measure of the man with whom they are engaged. More than fifty years 
after the Farewell Address, the actions Truman recounted as signal achieve- 
ments remain hotly contested by scholars. Estimates of the man vary accord- 
ingly. It is safe to say, however, that virtually no one accepts the serene, 
above-the-fray sense of his personality suggested by this one speech. 

Almost all historian-biographers of the Truman presidency agree that they 
have dealt with a far-from-commanding personality—often insecure, anger- 
prone, and not always possessing a firm grasp of the issues he attempted to 
manage. What they have made of this is another matter. Some do not go be- 
yond simple description. Others proclaim these characteristics as proof of a 
fundamental inadequacy. Still others find them amusing and shrug them off. 
My own sense is that in his weaknesses as well as his strengths, Harry Tru- 
man was a prototypical representative of American democracy. 
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I was five years old on April 12, 1945, the day Franklin Roosevelt died and 
Harry Truman became president. I remember hearing it announced on the 
radio that President Roosevelt had died and going to tell my mother. This is 
literally my first historical memory. From that point on, Harry Truman was 
part of my life. 

I was born and raised in Humansville, Missouri, a small town just off State 
Route 13 about fifty miles north of Springfield. It’s not much different now 
than it was then, except in those days a much more meandering Highway 13 
ran right through town. Politically, it was then, and remains now, strongly 
Republican. Harry Truman didn’t have a lot of fans there, but my parents 
were among the minority who liked him. So I was very conscious of Truman 
throughout my grade school years. The fact that he was president of the United 
States no doubt helped me develop an interest in politics that was odd, if not 
downright unhealthy, for a preadolescent. 

I might as well admit that I did so without a lot of perspective. It seemed 
perfectly natural to me that a Missourian should be president. And I couldn't 
understand why national newspaper and magazine writers thought he was a 
mediocre speaker with some kind of a “twang” in his voice. He sounded just 
like about everyone I knew and seemed to make a better speech than most of 
them were capable of making. 

Although Truman was a person who always interested me, when I went to 
college, decided on a major in history, and got admitted to graduate school 
for a Ph.D., I did so without any idea that I would be a Truman biographer 
and a historian of his presidency. I knew I wanted to do twentieth-century 
U.S. history and that I wanted to concentrate on politics. But in the early 
1960s, the “progressive era,” the age of Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow 
Wilson, seemed to be a hot topic, and I was well on the way to picking out 
some obscure progressive who had not been written up and building a disser- 
tation around him. 

I was rescued from that dire fate by Richard Kirkendall, who had the en- 
terprise to develop a school of Truman graduate students at the University of 
Missouri and to secure National Defense Education Act fellowships to sup- 
port them. My long interest in Truman suddenly became a valuable profes- 
sional opportunity. The Truman Library was just beginning to attract scholars 
who would write the first generation of Truman history, and I had the good 
fortune to be among them. Kirkendall also had the tolerance to let me take 
on a bigger dissertation topic than any graduate student should attack. 
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The eventual result was a book called Beyond the New Deal: Harry S. Tru- 
man and American Liberalism (1973), which was not a biography but more an 
interpretation of the Truman presidency. After it was published, I decided 
that some day, when enough sources were available, I would attempt a full- 
scale one-volume biography. By the mid-1980s, after the deaths of Harry and 
Bess Truman, the time was ripe. Truman’s personal White House papers, left 
to the library at his death, were there. So was a lot in the way of family pa- 
pers, including the “Dear Bess” correspondence. (Robert Ferrell, by the way, 
gave us two very good and very useful edited works based on those collec- 
tions. And by then he was researching his own Truman biography. We would 
encounter each other from time to time in the research room of the Truman 
Library. I would ask, “What are you working on now, Bob?” He would reply, 
‘Just keeping up with the new sources.” He didn’t fool me.) 

After about a decade of work, Man of the People: A Life of Harry 8. Truman 
(1995) finally hit the market. It says pretty much what I have to say about 
Harry Truman. I will try to highlight some salient points. 


American Democrat 


Before I talk about Truman the president, I want to talk about Truman the 
man. His presidency was an important one, but his appeal as a historical fig- 
ure of mythic proportions rests as much on who we think he was as on what 
he did. In the American historical imagination, he was an ordinary man who 
displayed the greatness of our democracy by assuming leadership of it and 
seeing it through difficult times. Truman himself liked the image and promoted 
it throughout his career. 

It is easy enough to punch holes in what was to some extent a self-made 
myth. Truman's cultural tastes—his love of classical music, his fascination 
with history and biography—were not exactly ordinary, for example. Nor was 
the drive and ambition that ultimately led him to the presidency. But there is 
a larger truth to it. In most nations—even democratic nations, even in today’s 
world—national leaders are products of elite leadership classes. ‘This has al- 
ways been somewhat less true of the United States, but as a matter of degree 
rather than kind. In the Europe of the early twentieth century, Truman would 
have been dismissed as someone who had “no family’—that is, no family of 
importance. The United States of those years seemed to many people to be 
converging with Europe on the matter of leadership. Let us recall that the 
presidents of Truman’s early adulthood were Theodore Roosevelt (old family, 
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wealth, Harvard), William Howard Taft (old family, upper middle class, Yale), 
and Woodrow Wilson (high-status family of Presbyterian church leaders, 
Princeton), that few Cabinet members were from society’s lower half, that 
well-off and educated classes were increasingly represented in a growing pro- 
fessional bureaucracy, and that the U.S. Senate was often called a millionaire’s 
club. Let us remember also that, perhaps not surprisingly, this was a time of 
increasing anxiety about the future of American democracy. 

Finally, let us contrast Truman’s career trajectory with that of his immedi- 
ate predecessor, Franklin Delano Roosevelt—the product of one of America’s 
oldest families, a wealthy Harvard graduate, extremely well connected. When 
Roosevelt became the number-two man in the Navy Department in 1913, 
Harry Truman, just two years his junior, was still, as he put it, trying “to dig a 
living out of the ground” on the family farm at Grandview, fearing that it 
might be lost in a family lawsuit, and contemplating resettlement as a home- 
steader in Montana. Roosevelt had money, status, and confidence. By con- 
trast, Truman was indeed an ordinary American striving, as he put it, to “make 
good.” Unlike Roosevelt, he lived in a world of stress and insecurity for most 
of his prepresidential life. 

Harry Truman was an interesting person simply in himself and in the de- 
tails of his life, but a biographer should search for larger meanings in the lives 
of his subjects. Truman struck me as a compelling case study of democratic 
(small “d”) man in the first half of the twentieth century. Like the vast major- 
ity of Americans, he came from a middling family of no particular distinction 
or social recognition. Like the vast majority, he had to attempt to establish an 
identity and find his level in a mobile society. His ambitions were large, his 
resources few, the resulting stress great. Let’s begin with ten years of work on 
a farm that in the beginning was owned, not by his parents, but by his grand- 
mother and uncle. Then the largest portion of it became a disputed inheri- 
tance that might be lost altogether and a sure generator of big legal bills. 
Finally, with the settlement of the lawsuit, it was his mother’s, not his, and it 
provided a way of life with which he was thoroughly dissatisfied. 

At age thirty-two, Franklin Roosevelt was an increasingly visible assistant 
secretary of the navy; at age thirty-two, Harry Truman was starting over again 
as a small businessman, drawing on his share of the farm for capital. The re- 
sults were disastrous. His business career displays a genius for buying high 
and selling low. First, a speculative mining enterprise in Commerce, Okla- 
homa, ended as a total wipeout. Then, a speculative oil business did no more 
than return his original investment, if that. Then, the Twelfth Street haber- 
dashery was ill conceived and destined to fail from the beginning. Truman 
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also acquired a heavily mortgaged farm in Johnson County, Kansas, that would 
wind up being sold for unpaid taxes. All these ventures, save the real estate 
speculation, had one thing in common. They were efforts of a little guy with 
skimpy resources to compete with big boys who had deep pockets. They rep- 
resented an obsolete dream of nineteenth-century entrepreneurship that al- 
ready had been pretty well smashed by Rockefeller, Carnegie, and other master 
organizers of American business. They not only tell us something about 
Truman’s business aptitude but also help explain his visceral hostility as a 
politician toward Wall Street and big business as more than just a matter of 
abstract conviction. 

There is no way to sugarcoat Truman’s early business career. It was one of 
consistent failure that must have exacted a high psychological toll. (Only his 
military career, brief and without career prospects, was satisfying and suc- 
cessful.) It was not just that he never owned a home of his own, or that, after 
his marriage in 1919, he surely felt he was letting his wife down. The simple 
social toll of frustrated hopes must have been equally high. He had hoped to 
be a civic leader in Kansas City, had been sponsored by some prominent fig- 
ures, accepted for membership in the Kansas City Club and the Lakewood 
Country Club, then forced to resign from both for lack of funds to cover his 
dues. (Remarks about the Kansas City Club that find their way into the 
record in later years are seldom complimentary.) Harry Truman had always 
been interested in politics, but when he made his first serious campaign for 
office as Eastern District county judge in 1922, he did so because he had to. 
Having been unable to make it in business, he had to turn to politics as a pro- 
fession in a renewed quest for success and a respected identity. 

Truman’s political skills were of a much higher order than his business 
sense, but at the age of thirty-eight he launched himself into one of the most 
insecure and least respected of American careers. Alexis de Tocqueville had 
bluntly stated the case nearly a century earlier: 


In nations where the principle of election extends to everything, no political 
career can, properly speaking, be said to exist. Men arrive as if by chance at 
the post which they hold, and they are by no means sure of retaining it... . 
The consequence is that in tranquil times public functions offer but few 
lures to ambition. In the United States those who engage in the perplexities 
of political life are persons of very moderate pretensions. . . . it frequently 
happens that a man does not undertake to direct the fortunes of the state 
until he has shown himself incompetent to conduct his own.? 


1. De Tocqueville, Democracy in America, trans. Henry Reeve and Francis Bowen, ed. Phil- 


lips Bradley (New York: Vintage, 1945), 1:216. 
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The prospect of facing the electorate every two or four years was daunting 
enough, but the terms of a political career in Jackson County were unsatis- 
factory in other ways. Truman privately described himself from the begin- 
ning as an idealist in politics and was, I believe, sincerely committed to the 
ideal of politics as public service. But the real world in which he lived was one 
of spoils politics, less about issues and disinterested administration than about 
who got the jobs and public contracts. (It tells us much that the dominant 
Democratic Party factions called themselves the Goats and the Rabbits. Try 
to find content in those labels.) Through a ten-year career on the county court, 
Truman did his best to modify the rules of the game and took some real risks 
in the process, but he rightly understood that he could not rewrite the rule 
book. As he himself in one of his bitter moods put it, he had to hire a lot of 
no-account sons-of-bitches for jobs that were at best half done and turn a 
blind eye to the theft of hundreds of thousands of dollars in order to save 
millions. Still, it was psychologically important for him to be loyal to his pa- 
tron, Boss Tom Pendergast, who made it possible for him to hold office in 
the first place and who, after refusing to support him for governor or con- 
gressman, would send him to the Senate. In such circumstances, frustration 
was part of the job description.” 

Truman loved the U.S. Senate, but his first term was difficult. The job se- 
curity was tenuous, and his reputation as a boss-sponsored candidate dam- 
aged him with progressive leaders he greatly admired. He got next to no 
respect and precious few patronage appointments from the Roosevelt White 
House. Nevertheless, he established an identity as a hard-working New Deal 
senator, attracted attention by taking over a high-profile investigation of the 
railroad industry, and won many friends. Winning a close, hard-fought battle 
for a second term after the downfall of the Pendergast machine, he moved 
toward a position of leadership and prominence in the upper house as the 
chairman of another investigating committee—this one with a broad man- 
date to investigate World War II economic mobilization. By 1944, the work 
of “the Truman Committee” had brought his name into every household in 
America that subscribed to a newspaper or listened to news on the radio. 

How then did this man’s so-called early life—his first sixty years!—deter- 
mine his character and personality? I have not discussed his childhood. We 
all know that the thick eyeglasses, the piano lessons, and the bookishness set 
him apart from other boys. The experience may have precipitated some inner 


2. See the diary memorandums intermittently written by Truman during his second term as 
county judge on Pickwick Hotel stationery and informally known to scholars as his “Pickwick 
Papers.” The best copies are in the President’s Secretary’s File, Truman Papers, Truman 


Library. 


354 Alonzo L. Hamby 


doubts about his masculinity. But he seems to have dealt with it all pretty 
well. Certainly his war experience, which exhibited courage and devotion to 
duty, must have put an end to any questions he had about how much of a 
man he was. I have found myself less concerned with whatever impact his 
childhood had upon him than with the precarious adult experiences involved 
in establishing a career and an identity. The failures, the frustrations, the in- 
securities brought out traits that did not always serve him well: combative- 
ness, a consistent sense that he did not get the respect and recognition he 
deserved, and above all a seething anger he never quite brought under con- 
trol. Let us be clear that he was a man of principle and a person who com- 
bined talent with hard work. His temperament had certain qualities that 
served him well, especially his insistence that presidents had to make firm 
decisions and live with them, but it also had its defects. At times, these could 
cast a large shadow over a remarkable career. A Roosevelt by contrast—either 
Theodore or Franklin—knew who he was from birth, accepted leadership as 
natural, and by and large never had to deal with such issues. 


Struggle for Greatness: The Presidency 


I have talked about Truman’s defects of temperament because they too 
often adversely affected his presidency. It is never good to appear erratic and 
cranky in public; he too often did. One need only recall the Pulitzer Prize— 
winning cartoon of an angry Truman confronting a group of newsmen and 
telling them: “Your editors ought to have better sense than to print what I 
say!” And, of course, everyone knows about the letter to the music critic Paul 
Hume. Truman at his best, we should add, could be an attractive personality, 
and everyone who worked for him in the White House to whom I have spo- 
ken remembered him as a kind and considerate boss. Nevertheless, political 
command at this level did not come naturally to him. At times this showed— 
never to his advantage. 

Substantively, academic debate on the Truman administration has focused 
on two large issues: (1) the Cold War and (2) the problem of social reform 
along the lines of the extension of the New Deal in postwar America. The 
Cold War debate has also produced as sort of a prologue a rather intense con- 
troversy on the use of the atomic bomb and a large literature on McCarthy- 
ism and the related matter of Soviet espionage. The social reform/New Deal 
debate has evinced a special interest in the development of the civil rights 
movement. For organizational reasons, I have separated these, but the fact is 
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that, rare exceptions aside, the same historians can be found on the same 
sides in all these debates. They illustrate what strikes me as a singularly un- 
healthy aspect of contemporary academic life: centrists and those moderately 
left of center are “conservatives” in academia; those farther to the left, includ- 
ing a significant number of Marxists and a few unrepentant Stalinists, are 
“liberals.” Their positions on a large range of issues are fixed and predictable. 
As for real conservatives, forget about them; their representation is too small 
and scattered to make an impression. There is a fundamental ideological di- 
vide here. It began to appear in the early 1960s, was intensified by Vietnam, 
and has hardened ever since. At times, I despair of ever getting beyond it; 
there are other directions, less susceptible to personal ideology, that discus- 
sion on the Truman era might take. At other times, I simply tell myself that, 
well, there are real, living, fundamental matters of contention we must live 
with. 

I have written on all these matters. Time does not permit me an extended 
discussion of any of them. So I am going to give you my short conclusions on 
each of them: 

The Cold War was the result of an altogether merited response by largely 
free societies to an expansionist Stalinist totalitarianism, fully as loathsome as 
the Nazi totalitarianism that World War II was fought to defeat. Revisionists 
ask us to assume that Joseph Stalin had no designs on Western Europe; that 
it would have made no difference if Communist regimes had come to power 
in Greece, Italy, and France. Such scholars are neither realists nor idealists. 
At best, they are wishful thinkers who assume that international conflict can 
be avoided by policies of passivity and appeasement. It was a strategic imper- 
ative for the United States to work for a democratic and friendly Western 
Europe after having fought a long war to defeat Nazi despotism. It was a moral 
imperative to defend liberal governments based on principles of individual 
freedom against an equally evil Stalinist despotism. Reams of documentation 
from the former Soviet Union have demonstrated that foreign Communist 
Parties were funded and controlled from Moscow, were participants in Soviet 
espionage, and, especially at the leadership levels, were thoroughly disloyal to 
their countries.? 

The atomic bomb was not the first shot in the Cold War; it was the last 
shot in the worst war in human history and was deployed to end that war as 


3. On this point, see Harvey Klehr, John Earl Haynes, and Kyrill M. Anderson, eds., The 
Soviet World of American Communism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), as well as nu- 
merous other works edited by Klehr and Haynes. See also their In Denial: Historians, Com- 
munism, and Espionage (San Francisco: Encounter Books, 2003). 
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quickly as possible. Japan displayed no evidence that it was “ready to surren- 
der” before bombs were dropped on both Hiroshima and Nagasaki. To the 
contrary, code-breakers intercepted one diplomatic and military message after 
another indicating that the Japanese government was determined to fight a 
final decisive battle that would inflict intolerable casualties upon the Amer- 
ican invaders and compel a negotiated peace. 

Revisionist historians have charged that “McCarthyism” was the logical 
and inevitable outcome of Truman’s needless Cold War policies. The effect of 
their writings has been to blur a fair and indeed necessary distinction be- 
tween McCarthyism and a responsible anti-Communism. The Truman ad- 
ministration’s record in combating Communism at home was not perfect. 
The federal loyalty program unjustly deprived some government employees 
of their jobs, but it was far from the reign of terror some historians depict. 
The Smith Act prosecutions of the leaders of the Communist Party of the 
United States were unwise, although what we know now would have merited 
prosecution of them on more serious charges. Nonetheless, McCarthyism (or 
the Second Red Scare) was not the creation of the Truman administration or 
such supporting forces as the original Americans for Democratic Action 
(ADA). Truman, the ADA, and other Fair Deal Democrats were guilty of 
some lapses, but in general they practiced a sane and merited anti-Communism. 
McCarthy and his fellow travelers were irresponsible liars; the difference was 
evident to most observers at the time. 

Truman was a committed liberal; this is clear to anyone who reads his pri- 
vate utterances. His Fair Deal, however, faced what Richard H. Pells has de- 
scribed as the difficulties of liberalism in a conservative age.* So most of the 
elements of Truman’s Fair Deal program—civil rights legislation, ambitious 
income supports for farm families, federal aid to education, national health 
insurance, repeal of the Taft-Hartley Act, new river valley authorities—never 
made it through the legislative mill. His relatively few successes were incre- 
mental—a very significant enlargement of the social security program, for 
example. He also could sometimes break new ground by using his executive 
authority, especially in the area of civil rights. By and large a prospering Amer- 
ica was unreceptive to new departures, although happy enough to see the 
consolidation and enlargement of such established programs. Franklin D. 
Roosevelt likely would have enjoyed no more legislative successes, although 
he probably would have looked better in failing to achieve his objectives. 


4. Pells, The Liberal Mind in a Conservative Age: American Intellectuals in the 1940s and 1950s 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1985). 
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Truman, as the product of a southern culture, had conflicted attitudes 
about blacks. But he also believed in equal opportunity and had political re- 
spect for all voting groups. It is understandable that one might look back and 
think that such progress as he achieved was glacial at best. Nonetheless it is 
well to remember that he faced three hundred years of mass indifference to 
the problems of blacks. His rhetoric, his establishment of policies and prece- 
dents—however halting and uneven their implementation and enforcement— 
made real differences in the lives of some people and established a foundation 
for the greater endeavors that followed. What preceding chief executive had 
accomplished as much? It may be remarkable that he supported civil rights at 
all. It is hard to deny that he did more for the advancement of African Amer- 
icans than any president before him. 

I have been asked how I might best describe Harry Truman in a phrase or 
short sentence. The title of my book, Man of the People, is a good indication. 
The working title, changed at the inspired behest of my editor, Nancy Lane, 
was “American Democrat,” implying not simply a leader of the Democratic 
Party but a product of small-“d” democracy. Truman, I have suggested, was 
right to depict himself as an ordinary American, and it tells us much that he 
gloried in the image. He was also, I have suggested, a man of genuinely lib- 
eral values, the two most important of which were individual freedom and 
the furtherance of individual opportunity through public policy. So let’s com- 
bine these two elements and conclude that, at least as much as any American 
president of the twentieth century, Harry Truman was the living representa- 
tion of the ideal of a vigorous liberal democracy. 
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